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Major Professor: Karen B. Westerfield Tucker, Professor of Worship 
 
ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation explores the liturgical work and influences of Methodist theologian 
Georgia Harkness in the broader context of mainline American Christianity and theological 
liberalism of the twentieth century. Through an examination of Harkness’s writing about worship 
as well as the resources she produced for worship, the thesis argues that her often overlooked 
liturgical work was central to her self-understanding as an applied theologian and shaped her 
theological interests and evolution throughout her career. 
 This study begins by showing the centrality of prayer and worship in the personal and 
professional biography of Harkness. Through analysis of her many articles and sections of books 
on prayer and public worship, it leads to an assessment of Harkness’s own growing commitment 
to the liturgical life of the church and demonstrates how a self-described “evangelical liberal” 
built on her personalist foundations to help modern Christians reclaim the church’s liturgical 
tradition within new theological constructs. Further, by examining the prayers, worship services, 
and hymns that Harkness planned and wrote, the dissertation helps to explain how her 
theological understanding of worship and prayer was made manifest in the liturgical resources 
she created. 
 This study also argues that Harkness’s growing commitment to the liturgical life of the 
church played a key role in her own theological evolution. Through her own immersion in 
 
viii  
worship and prayer, Harkness’s work became more theological, her theology became more 
Christocentric, and her ecclesiology deepened and developed a global and ecumenical 
conscience. As she delved deeper into the liturgical life of the church, she began drawing 
connections between liturgy, theology, and ethics, which presaged a central topic of modern-day 
liturgical studies. Finally, the dissertation claims that her work as an applied theologian at the 
intersection of various disciplines and communities makes her an excellent model for modern-
day practical theology. 
 This research and assessment contributes to existing scholarship by reclaiming an often-
overlooked part of Georgia Harkness’s legacy. More broadly, it helps dispel the myth that 
theological liberalism was not interested in the worship or devotion and gives a more nuanced 
understanding of the theological and liturgical landscape of mid-twentieth-century mainline 
Protestantism.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Project Description 
 
While Georgia Harkness has been the subject of several studies, her work around the 
topics of prayer and worship is largely neglected in the many studies that examine her 
contributions to twentieth-century theology. Yet it can be posited that this very work on prayer 
and worship is key to understanding her theological output for both the academy and the church. 
By examining the central place she gives to worship and prayer, we may better understand her 
vocation as an applied theologian, her own theological shift to a more “chastened” form of 
theological liberalism, and her commitment to ecumenism and social action for the common 
good. This focus of her work must be rediscovered not only to understand Harkness and her 
work historically and theologically, but also to offer the contemporary church a model for how 
the inner and outer life—the life of worship/prayer and the life of actions for peace and justice—
can and must be integrated if the church is to fulfill its vocation as the body of Christ for the sake 
of the world.  
 
Significance of the Project 
In the last twenty years, there has been a resurgence of interest in theologian Georgia 
Harkness—with good reason. In the early twentieth century, not only was Harkness a pioneering 
female theologian in a male-dominated field, but also her stances on race, poverty, war, and 
gender (to name but a few) served as a prophetic voice to society. She wrote her master’s thesis 
and first book on the church’s need for a just and loving response to the second wave of 
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immigrants arriving in the United States from southern and eastern Europe; she championed the 
full ordination of women in the Methodist Church and was integral to the affirmative legislation 
passing in 1956;1 she spoke out against war, even as other former pacifists (e.g., Reinhold 
Niebuhr) became avid supporters of the war effort in the lead up to World War II; and she was a 
proponent of racial equality both in the Methodist Church and the broader society. Harkness was 
also a woman of firsts. To take but one example, she was both the first woman to be a member of 
the American Theological Society and the first woman to hold a full-time professorship in 
theological studies at any Protestant seminary, breaking the glass ceiling for many women who 
were to come after her. Harkness was also an early part of the growing ecumenical movement 
that coalesced into the World Council of Churches in 1948. Also, interest has been piqued in 
Harkness because of her own theological evolution from a traditional liberal theologian trained 
in the Boston Personalist School to an evangelical liberal (as she described herself), whose 
liberalism was “chastened and deepened” by synthetic interactions with the neo-orthodoxy of 
(mainly) Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr.  
Yet, recent studies have tended to focus almost exclusively on Harkness’s shifting 
theology without paying enough attention to the theological continuity throughout Harkness’s 
work.2 While studying this evolution is a worthwhile and necessary endeavor, it tends to 
                                               
1 Although she did not speak during the debate at the 1956 annual meeting, she was given a 
standing ovation by the delegates after the motion carried because of her tireless effort for 
women’s ordination throughout her career (Rosemary Skinner Keller, Georgia Harkness: For 
Such a Time as This [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992], 279-280). 
 
2 For example, see Joseph D. Driskill, “Georgia Harkness: A Chastened Liberal Spirituality for 
the Mainline Protestant Church,” Spiritus 14, no. 1 (2014): 16-34; Marianne H. Micks, “Georgia 
Harkness: Chastened Liberal,” Theology Today 53, no. 3 (October 1996): 311-19; and Rebekah 
Miles, Georgia Harkness: The Remaking of a Liberal Theologian (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 2010). 
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overstate the case by attending to the changes in Harkness’s theological positions (e.g., the 
recovering of personal sin, the centrality of the cross, the redemptive work of Christ, the 
transcendence of God), while ignoring the continuities that had served as the foundations of her 
thought (namely, the essential greatness of humanity, the centrality of social ethics to the 
Christian life, the validity of natural theology, commitment to reason). Such a narrative also too 
easily falls prey to the narrative of the death of theological liberalism after the horrors of World 
War I and the rise of neo-Orthodoxy/crisis theology rather than discerning how liberal thought 
was synthesized into “mainstream” traditions (e.g., Reinhold Niebuhr). While both her 
groundbreaking role as a female theologian as well as her ethical contributions to the church still 
receive attention, this limited theological focus ignores many of the contributions Harkness made 
in other fields. Perhaps because Harkness has most often attracted the attention of liberal 
theologians whose interests tend toward theology and social ethics rather than the devotional and 
liturgical life of the church, the central place of prayer and worship in Harkness’s life and work 
continues to be overlooked. 
 The centrality of worship and prayer can be established in Harkness’s thought by even 
the most cursory glance at her work. She devoted one book (Prayer and the Common Life) and 
numerous articles (“The Art of Public Prayer,” “How to Pray,” “Prayer as a Road to Peace,” 
“The Theology of Prayer,” “What Prayer Means,” “Prayer and Life”) to the theology and 
practice of personal and corporate prayer. Several of her other books that spanned her entire 
career—including Conflicts in Religious Thought (1929), The Resources of Religion (1936), 
Religious Living (1937), Understanding the Christian Faith (1947), The Gospel and Our World 
(1949), The Modern Rival of Christian Faith (1952), and The Providence of God (1960)—also 
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have chapters or sections devoted to prayer and/or worship. Prayer and worship were common 
topics for the theological work of Harkness.3 
 A central part of her work was also the liturgical resources she created for worship. 
Perhaps most well-known today are her hymn texts, four of which (“Hope of the World,” “God 
of the Fertile Fields,” “Tell It! Tell It Out with Gladness,” and a crucial interpretive stanza of 
“This is My Song, O God of All the Nations”) are still in common use.4 Harkness also planned 
many public services of worship, most notably the 1943 World Day of Prayer. In addition, she 
collaborated with the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.’s General 
Department of United Church Women to produce O Worship the Lord (1951), a small booklet of 
worship services.  
 Equally important to her hymns and worship services were the many prayers she wrote 
for individual and corporate worship. Each of her three major books of poetry—The Glory of 
God (1943), Be Still and Know (1953), and Grace Abounding (1969)—contains hymns or 
prayers for public and private use.5 She also produced a devotional book, Through Christ Our 
Lord (1950), which walks through the words of Jesus over 147 days, giving guiding questions 
                                               
3 Full citations for these sources are included in the bibliography below. 
 
4 For example, one or more of these texts are included in the following hymnals: Glory to God 
(PCUSA) (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), #340 (“This Is My Song”), #714 
(“God of the Fertile Fields”), #734 (“Hope of the World”); Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: LifeWay 
Worship, 2008), #369 (“Tell It! Tell It Out with Gladness”); and Evangelical Lutheran Worship 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Press, 2006), #887 (“This Is My Song”); Community of Christ Sings 
(Independence, MO: Herald Publishing, 2013), #29 (“Hope of the World”), #389 (“This Is My 
Song”). 
 
5 Her first book of poetry, Holy Flame (1935), was published by a rather obscure publisher and 
was soon out of print and not readily available (as she mentions several times in the prefaces to 
the other three books of poetry). She republished the strongest of these poems in her three later 
collections.  
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and original prayers based on the theme of each text. Thus, through her academic writings on 
prayer and worship as well as her writing and planning of prayer and worship, Harkness 
demonstrated prayer and worship’s centrality to her own academic, liturgical, and spiritual life. 
 While prayer and worship are a central focus of Harkness’s work in their own right, it is 
also important to see how prayer and worship influenced other areas of her theology. Most 
generally, hymns, religious poetry, and prayers were a consistent source for theological 
reflection and application throughout her writing. Almost all of her books quote liberally from 
religious verse (particularly Tennyson, Wordsworth, and Browning), hymns, and traditional 
prayers.6 To illustrate, on numerous occasions throughout her writing when she wished to point 
to the centrality and paradox of the cross, she came back to John Bowring’s familiar hymnic 
couplet: “In the cross of Christ I glory, / towering o’er the wrecks of time.” Hymns, verse, and 
prayer were considered a viable, and seemingly essential, source for theological reflection and 
application. 
 More specifically, worship is an essential factor in understanding Harkness’s theological 
shift to a synthetic evangelical liberalism, her commitment to ecumenism, and her ethical 
framework that always integrated personal and social activism with individual and corporate 
worship. First, Harkness’s shift toward a “chastened and deepened” liberalism was not simply a 
result of her interactions with the neo-orthodox thinkers of the day. As she made clear in her 
1939 The Christian Century article “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How My Mind Has Changed in 
This Decade,” one of the explicit impetuses for her shift was worship. She explained, “Worship 
has become more meaningful.... Apart from worship, faith lacks resonance and power… In these 
                                               
6 The only books that do not quote at all from a hymn/song, poem, or prayer are her first and last: 
The Church and the Immigrant (1921) and the posthumous publication of Biblical Backgrounds 
to the Middle East (1976), which was completed and co-authored by Charles F. Kraft. 
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years God has revealed his presence to me with greater vividness and warmth. In the midst of 
increasing activities I have been led to find a richer communion in living silence and in the great 
liturgies of the church.”7 Indeed, she credited the chapel services at Union Seminary as leaving 
her with “much—more, perhaps, than the refreshing winds of doctrine which are ever blowing 
there.”8 Harkness also developed a renewed sense of the essential nature of personal devotion. In 
the same article, she described how an increasing number of students were “more interested in 
personal religion now than they have been since my own student days,” which “deepened my 
realization that what I would try to impart I must first seek to possess.”9 It is then unsurprising 
that the vast majority of her work writing and planning devotionals, prayers, hymns, and worship 
services began after this shift. Worship, as much as, if not more than theological reflection, 
played a crucial role in forging a new theological outlook that was closer to, and tempered by, 
the personal and corporate liturgical life of the church. 
 In addition to contributing to her theological shift, worship also had played a significant 
role in Harkness’s growing commitment to ecumenism. In her description of the 1937 World 
Conference on Church, Community, and State (Oxford, England) for the Methodist publication 
Zion’s Herald, Harkness acknowledged that one of the key sources of ecumenical unity for the 
conference was the morning and evening services held at St. Mary’s Church where one “felt all 
                                               
7 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed” in Miles, Georgia 
Harkness: The Remaking of a Theological Liberal, 23. Tellingly, the worship section is the only 
part of the article that Miles chooses to excerpt, eliminating the section where Harkness 
describes the role that writing poetry played in her personal transformation. 
 
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Ibid. 
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contemporary differences to be merged in a common loyalty to Christ.”10 Through the worship 
and work of the ecumenical movement, “[t]he conviction was borne in upon me, as upon many 
others, that the foundations on which the church rests are not of this world, and that the Body of 
Christ is more than a time-honored phrase.”11 
 Finally, Harkness’s commitment to worship helped shape a theological and ethical 
framework in which the three—worship, theology, and social activism—were inextricably 
bound. To use liturgical studies terminology, Harkness insisted on the connection between the 
lex orandi (the law of prayer) and the lex vivendi (the law of living), each informed by and 
informing the lex credendi (the law of believing) of her theological work.12 Repeatedly, in 
articles on current social evils, and what society and the church could do to ameliorate the causes 
and effects of war, poverty, and racial tensions, she argued that what was most essential was a 
“new baptism in prayer,” without which humanity “shall not have the wisdom nor the strength 
nor the motive power to grapple with these issues.”13 However, she was just as insistent that 
prayer must always be joined by concomitant action, for “[t]o pray and then do nothing to help 
answer our prayers is not only laziness; it is worse than that—it is blasphemy.’”14 As already 
mentioned, liturgical resources, particularly hymns and prayers, often informed the theological 
                                               
10 Georgia Harkness, “Una Sancta—Impressions of the Oxford Conference” in Zion’s Herald 
(August 11, 1937), series 10, box 10, folder 34, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, 
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1007.  
 
11 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” 24. 
 
12 For further discussion, see Geoffrey Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, 
Doctrine and Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 218-83. 
 
13 Georgia Harkness, The Modern Rival of Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1952), 187-
88. 
 
14 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” 194-95. 
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arguments of her work. Yet, she also believed that without the worshipping life of the church 
both ethics and theology were weakened. In her article, “The Fruits of Prayer,” she argued: 
“However great the necessity of true belief, right living and Christian fellowship, theology turns 
academic, morality lacks perspective and drive, the church becomes a perfunctory man-centered 
[sic] institution, unless these enterprises are fed through prayer from the ever-recreating spring of 
Divine Life.”15 Harkness thus offered a model in which prayer and worship, theological inquiry, 
and the ethical life are always interconnected, each feeding the other in a perichoretic movement 
of influence. 
 Further, I believe Harkness’s emphasis on personal devotion can help deepen current 
conversations on the relationship between worship and ethics. Many contemporary scholars have 
focused almost exclusively on the influence of corporate worship on social ethics but have not 
explored the way personal devotion helps bridge the gap between corporate worship and ethical 
action. Personal devotion both extends the doxological life of worshippers beyond Sunday 
morning into the rest of their week and helps them bring a life of devotion to the corporate 
worship on Sunday morning. In so doing, personal devotion becomes a greater source for the 
living of a particularly Christian ethical life. As such, corporate worship, personal devotion, and 
the ethical life can also be seen as a tripartite foundation that brings the intentionality/piety 
needed to corporate worship and ethical living to draw the necessary connections between the 
three.  
 
                                               
15 “The Fruits of Prayer,” n.d. series 4, box 2, folder 29, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1. 
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Method of Investigation 
The primary method of investigation for this dissertation is an historical study and 
evaluation of primary sources written by Harkness, including her thirty-eight books, countless 
articles, and collection of unpublished lectures, speeches, prayers, and class notes. While this is 
not a new source for Harkness research (these primary sources served as the backbone of 
Rosemary Skinner Keller’s Georgia Harkness: For Such a Time as This), I employ a new 
liturgical hermeneutic that significantly shifts the focal emphasis of study. In essence, it inverts 
the focal points of previous studies on Harkness, emphasizing her overlooked contributions to 
the worshipping life of the church found both in her writings about prayer and worship as well as 
in her hymns, prayers, and poems for worship. Special attention is given to worship services for 
which Harkness planned the order of service (e.g., the four services found in her O Worship the 
Lord), which often include original litanies and/or confessions that Harkness wrote for the 
service. These worship services have been almost entirely overlooked as sources for study by 
other researchers. Conversely, topics that have been, to my mind, overemphasized in previous 
studies (e.g., Harkness’s theological interaction with neo-orthodoxy) are only covered in detail to 
the extent in which they inform Harkness’s liturgical thought.  
 
Sources for the Project 
 As mentioned above, the major sources of study are the prose, poetry, and prayer written 
by Harkness. The vast majority of extant sources of study for Harkness are found in the Georgia 
Harkness Collection housed at the Styberg Library at Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary 
in Evanston, Illinois. These twenty-five boxes of archival material include invaluable articles, 
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lectures, manuscripts, reviews, book notes, class lectures and syllabi, correspondence, 
photographs, and newspaper clippings written by and about Harkness.  
The collection also includes additional material gathered by Rosemary Skinner Keller for 
her biography, including Keller’s own notes, correspondence and interviews with colleagues, 
friends, and Harkness’s family, and copies of materials regarding Harkness housed in other 
collections (e.g., a copy of the correspondence between Harkness and Edgar Brightman from the 
Edgar Brightman Papers at Boston University’s Mugar Library). This provides the essential 
primary sources needed for a study of this magnitude and many of the necessary secondary 
sources written about Harkness that help place her within the larger cultural, liturgical, and 
theological context of her time. 
 
Contents of the Dissertation 
The dissertation is split into five chapters plus the introduction. The first chapter 
primarily gives a biographical sketch of Harkness’s life, focusing especially on those events and 
ideas that shaped her commitments to worship and prayer. The second chapter examines 
Harkness’s writing on prayer and worship that spans the length of her career and summarizes 
major themes within each. In doing so, the chapter demonstrates Harkness’s growing 
commitment to the liturgical life of the church as a primary task of an applied theologian.  
The third chapter explores the liturgical resources Harkness developed for worship, 
including worship services, hymn texts, prayers, and, to a lesser extent, poems. It underscores the 
continuities and discontinuities between Harkness’s stated theology of prayer and worship and 
the manner in which it is developed in her own liturgical work. To go beyond mere 
 11 
 
summarization, this material is then looped back and integrated into Harkness’s larger 
theological and liturgical corpus. 
 The fourth chapter explores how Harkness’s personal and professional commitment to 
prayer and worship shaped her other academic interests, including her theological shift to a 
“chastened and deepened” liberalism and commitment to ecumenism. To explain her theological 
shift, the chapter first examines her Boston Personalist education and the personalist scholars 
who shaped her early theological and philosophical outlook (e.g., Borden Parker Bowne, Edgar 
Brightman, and Albert Knudsen), as well as the later theologians whose work she synthesized 
into her unique “evangelical liberalism” (i.e., Tillich and Niebuhr). This chapter argues that 
Harkness’s theological shift was not only a result of her new theological synthesis, but also her 
growing commitment to the worshipping life of the church. 
Building off the fourth chapter, the final chapter demonstrates the connection between the 
worshipping life (lex orandi), theological life (lex credendi), and ethical life (lex vivendi) of the 
church in Harkness’s theological framework. As stated above, it argues that Harkness’s focus on 
personal devotion can serve as a bridge between the worshipping life and ethical life of the 
church that empowers and focuses our social action and validates our worship of the God of 
justice. In the conclusion of the chapter, I analyze the strengths and weaknesses of Harkness’s 
liturgical work and then move toward the implications and practical application of Harkness’s 
liturgical life on the contemporary church. I posit that in an increasingly divided church where 
false dichotomies rule the day—personal holiness or social justice, contemplation or activism, 
individual spirituality or corporate worship—Harkness’s life and thought can serve as a model 
for an integrated faith. Such a faith asserts that personal devotion and piety must always be 
paired with both corporate doxology as well as actions of compassion, mercy, and justice. To 
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state it another way, the gospel is always personal, always social, always doxological—always, 
and necessarily, at the same time. Harkness’s ability to hold these so-often dichotomized 
tensions in synthesis made her unique in her time and allows her to serve as a fruitful model for 
our bifurcated theological, social, and political landscape. 
 
Conclusion 
As Georgia Harkness’s legacy continues to be evaluated, I believe this study is necessary 
to broaden our understanding of Harkness’s work and to comprehend more fully the significant 
role prayer and worship played in her own thought and work. By doing so, it will help paint a 
fuller and truer picture of Harkness’s contribution to the academy and the church and help both 
institutions better live into the integrative vision of the gospel that Harkness consistently 
presents. I believe it will make a crucial contribution toward grasping the life, work, and legacy 
of Georgia Harkness. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
THE LITURGICAL BIOGRAPHY OF GEORGIA HARKNESS 
 
Throughout her storied career, Georgia Harkness not only wrote prayers, poems, and 
hymns for worship, but she also wrote extensively on prayer and worship. As mentioned 
previously in the introduction, she devoted one book (Prayer and the Common Life) and 
numerous articles (“The Art of Public Prayer,” “How to Pray,” “Prayer as a Road to Peace,” 
“The Theology of Prayer,” “What Prayer Means,” “Prayer and Life”) to the theology and 
practice of personal and corporate prayer. Several of her other books—including Conflicts in 
Religious Thought (1929), The Resources of Religion (1936), Religious Living (1937), 
Understanding the Christian Faith (1947), The Gospel and Our World (1949), The Modern 
Rival of Christian Faith (1952), and The Providence of God (1960)—also have chapters or 
sections specifically devoted to prayer and/or worship. Thus, Harkness’s writing on these 
subjects spans her entire career. The second and third chapters specifically examine 
Harkness’s writing about prayer and worship and her liturgical writing for prayer and worship 
to demonstrate the continuities and discontinuities between the two. Yet, in order to 
understand fully Harkness’s work on prayer and worship, it is necessary to understand the 
general contours of her life, with specific focus on those aspects that shaped her theology and 
practices of prayer and worship. 
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The Early Years 
Georgia Elma Harkness was born in the small town of Harkness in upstate New York 
on April 21, 1891.1 By the end of the nineteenth century, the Harkness lineage was already 
firmly established in this corner of New York. Harkness often began her own recollection of 
the family’s history with the scandalizing marriage of her great-grandparents Abigail Cochran 
and Daniel Harkness. Both Quakers by birth, Abigail shocked her religious community by 
dressing provocatively “out of plainness” and became scornfully known as “the woman in the 
red coat.”2 Over the protestations of the Quaker community, Daniel and Abigail married and 
summarily left the Quaker fold and became Methodists. This story is telling not only because 
it gives us a glimpse of a family tradition of bucking traditional gender norms and standing up 
with integrity for what one believes in the face of opposition (both traits Harkness received in 
full measure!), but it also is the origin story of the Harkness family’s Methodism that both 
influenced, and was influenced by, Georgia.3  
The town of Harkness took its name from Georgia’s grandfather and local farmer 
Nehemiah Harkness (known colloquially as Colonel N’Miar). His influence helped assure a 
railway through the town (thus making the town commercially viable), and he died after being 
afflicted by sunstroke as he worked to clear land for track laying in 1868. He passed on his 
                                               
1 Unless otherwise cited, all biographical material in this section comes from Rosemary 
Skinner Keller, Georgia Harkness: For Such a Time as This (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992); and 
Georgia Harkness, “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness Written for the Pacific Coast 
Theological Group in the 1950s,” series 1, box 1, folder 1, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
2 Keller, 33. 
 
3 Though, as Harkness noted, “I have so high a regard for the Quakers that, had it been my lot 
to be born one, I should doubtless have been as happy in that fellowship” (“Autobiography of 
Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 4).  
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farm, faith, and sense of community leadership to his son J. Warren, Georgia’s father, who 
returned home after the patriarch’s death to take over management of the farm. When Warren 
was thirty, he married eighteen-year-old Lillie Merrill and subsequently had four children: 
Hattie (who tragically died at seventeen after contracting the measles), Everett, Charles, and 
Georgia.  
In many ways, Harkness’s religious upbringing was common for a rural Methodist in 
the late-nineteenth century. She attended a small Methodist church in a converted one-room 
schoolhouse where there was a strong commitment to personal faith in Christ and subsequent 
holy living. She was a regular attender of the various church services and functions, even 
serving as a substitute organist whose contribution was limited to the hymn “Trust and 
Obey.”4 When she boarded during the week for high school in the neighboring town of 
Keeseville, she and her roommate  made a point of finishing all their homework early so they 
could attend the Wednesday night prayer service at the Methodist church in town. It was at 
one such meeting that she experienced what she called her “definitive conversion” that was 
followed by her baptism and entrance into membership of the Methodist Episcopal Church, 
the context from which she would teach, preach, and write for the rest of her life.5 
                                               
4 Apparently because the song leader did not believe she could play any other hymn! Yet, the 
song took root in her and as she later said of the refrain (“Trust and obey, / for there’s no other 
way / to be happy in Jesus, / but to trust and obey”), “Incidentally I still believe those 
sentiments to be good Christian advice” (“Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 11). 
 
5 Only after reading the Methodist Episcopal Church’s Book of Discipline and the Methodist 
Probationer’s Handbook. Indeed, when she came to her pastor for membership, he wrongly 
assumed that she had already been baptized and would have likely made her a member 
without baptismal initiation. However, having read the Discipline and knowing that baptism 
was to precede church membership, Harkness corrected the pastor’s mistake (“Autobiography 
of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 13). 
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Yet, there were also aspects of her childhood that did not fit the traditional 
assumptions of rural Methodism. First, while the Harknesses were faithful attenders and lay 
leaders of the church (with few interruptions, her father taught Sunday school for sixty-eight 
years straight), faith was not often an explicit topic of conversation in the house. As Harkness 
explained, “In our home we did not talk much about religion. There was a Scotch-Irish 
taciturnity in our background which made us hesitate to say much about what lay deepest in 
us.”6 Further, the family prayed together only before meals, and Harkness herself learned 
prayer not from her mother or father but “a hired girl, who soon after we summarily dismissed 
for adultery.”7 The details and effects of this scandal notwithstanding, perhaps Harkness’s 
own vocational passion for teaching others how to pray was born out of the lack of instruction 
she received in her own home. Further, these examples suggest that unlike the faith Harkness 
would come to express in her adulthood (and perhaps partially as a reaction against such 
faith), the Christianity of Harkness’s childhood focused on a personal, even private, faith that 
served as the catalyst for personal holiness. 
The second unusual aspect to Harkness’s religious upbringing was how her deep piety 
was balanced by an equal intellectual fervor. Similar to her older sister Hattie, Georgia 
showed at an early age a love of learning and, after her sister died, her goal was “to be as 
smart as Hattie Harkness.”8 Her education most fully blossomed in high school. As she wrote 
later about her experience, “[T]he teachers encouraged my love of learning, made what I 
                                               
6 Georgia Harkness, Grace Abounding (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969), 26. 
 
7 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 6. 
 
8 Keller, 64. “To Be as Smart as Hattie Harkness: 1903-1908” was the title of the third chapter 
of Keller’s book (61ff). 
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studied come alive, and saw to it that I was prepared for college.”9 “School Days,” an 
autobiographical poem Harkness wrote much later in life, shows both the breadth of topics 
covered in her education as well as the deep influence of her time at high school: 
      I have a cupboard full of well-thumbed books,— 
Greek grammars, lexicons, and Odyssey; 
And Caesar’s Wars—quite battle-scarred it looks, 
In three parts, like all Gaul! This history 
Was fine on Marathon and Salamis. 
Here is Les Miserables — the binding’s cheap— 
The readers were a bore, but I liked this. 
I love my Virgil—Dido makes me weep… 
 
I conned these well; almost each line I knew: 
And like old friends, they left their residue.10 
 
To say that her teachers prepared her for college is something of an understatement, as 
Harkness passed the New York Regent’s Exam a full two years early at the age of fourteen, 
and later won a scholarship to attend Cornell University, a prize awarded only to the top 
student in each New York county. So, from an early age, Harkness learned that the pious life 
of personal faith and devotion could be lived in tandem with thoughtful and diligent academic 
pursuits. She later said of her time of academic and spiritual preparation at Keeseville, “So, in 
ways not then foreseen, I was being prepared for living later in a far different world.”11 Of the 
many tensive binaries Harkness brought together into a seamless whole throughout her 
career—personal faith and corporate worship, women and pastoral/academic leadership, 
individual devotion and social action—none was more fundamental than her commitment to a 
                                               
9 Harkness, Grace Abounding, 40. 
 
10 Ibid., 38. The poem also demonstrates a love for the classics. She later noted, “A Greek 
class was started of which I was the only member, and I ate up my four years of Latin” (40). 
 
11 Harkness, Grace Abounding, 40. 
 
 
 
18 
faith rooted in an honest intellectual pursuit and an intellect bounded and directed by a living 
faith. 
The final aspect of Harkness’s childhood and young adulthood that set them apart 
from a traditional rural Methodist upbringing were the seeds of mysticism already beginning 
to break through the fertile soil of her Christian experience, which involved sensing both the 
presence (kataphatic) and absence (apophatic) of God. Positively, she considered herself a 
“spiritually sensitive child” who “had loved the Church since before I can remember.”12 Like 
many sensitive children, Harkness made a habit of conversion each year the revival came to 
town, wryly noting, “As often as the revival came I got converted. Then I backslid during the 
summer, and was ready for conversion again the next winter.”13 While a humorous account, it 
also demonstrates Harkness’s innate desire for God’s presence and reckoning with her own 
sinfulness, even if no doubt exaggerated in childhood. Similar to mystics before and after, she 
also experienced God in the beauty of nature. One of the most powerful moments came not in 
a star-filled sky or a majestic sunset but in the quotidian act of putting on her first pair of 
glasses: “I had never had—and do not expect to have—a mystical vision which gave me as 
much ecstasy as the discovery that when I looked down I could see, not simply a patch of 
green, but blades of grass.”14 Her ability to find God in nature became a common theme in 
both her academic and devotional writing.15  
                                               
12 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 13. 
 
13 Ibid., 9. 
 
14 Ibid., 12.  
 
15 “The mature Georgia was awe struck [sic] by the mystery of God’s created order that was 
revealed in the ordinariness of life. The illumination of God’s presence in nature, which 
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Yet, to be especially aware of God’s presence also opens the mystic up to being keenly 
aware of God’s absence in the face of doubt and fear. This doubt first reared its head in 
Georgia’s life when she was nine or ten and questioned her father about the existence of 
angels. In response, her father equivocated, “Some people say that when folks die they go to 
heaven and become angels, but I don’t know how they know it.” His prosaic answer—
especially the words “but I don’t know how they know it”—sent Georgia down the path of 
doubt. In her unpublished autobiography, she recounts the questions that assailed her in the 
days following: 
How did anybody know that the things we heard in church were true? In the Bible, 
yes, but the Bible might be a made-up book, like the many I was reading by this time. 
And if so, why might not Jesus be like a man in a story-book? And if Jesus did not 
really live, how could we know that God existed. The awful possibility seized my 
mind that He did not exist. And if He did not, it was foolish to pray…I clearly 
remember lying awake alone at night, sobbing because I could not pray and could have 
no certainty that God existed.16 
 
Her childhood theological and existential crisis was eventually solved when she came upon 
the book Donovan by Edna Lyell that tells the fictional account of a college student losing 
faith and then finding it again after a “wise teacher…showed him that there were many more 
reasons for belief than disbelief, and who assured him that the greatest and best people of all 
ages had lived by this faith.” She ends by suggestively noting, “The connection between this 
painful experience and my present profession I leave you to trace.”17 Taking the liberty that 
Harkness gives, it seems that there is a clear connection between the child who found solace 
                                               
pervaded her devotional poetry and scholarly prose in later years, may have been born for her 
in this simple experience” (Keller, 62). 
 
16 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 9-10. 
 
17 Ibid., 10-11. 
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in rational arguments for God that were to be accepted by both faith and reason and the 
academician who throughout her career attempted to present a rational argument for belief in 
the Christian God understandable to the average layperson.18 Moreover, Harkness returned to 
the absence and doubt of God during a time of great physical, emotional, and spiritual stress 
in the early 1940s and later reflected on the experience and its spiritual and theological 
ramifications in her book Dark Night of the Soul, whose title is borrowed from a book written 
by Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross, which she references quite extensively in her own 
rendition. Thus, Harkness’s mystical experiences of both God’s presence and absence in her 
childhood were a harbinger of personal, spiritual, and academic pursuits to come. 
 
Georgia Goes to College 
On the strength of her academic record and scholarship, Harkness began her college 
career at Cornell University in 1908. Already in the minority as a woman,19 Harkness also felt 
out of place as a “shy, green, and countrified” girl who had never been more than twenty 
miles from her birthplace. As she explained in a telling statement, “To be plunged abruptly 
into a big, sophisticated, urban university was a radical change.”20 While she continued to 
excel academically and found solace in consistent involvement with Christian groups on 
campus, she never felt fully at home at Cornell and did not look back at her time there with 
fond memories.21  
                                               
18 Keller, 57. 
 
19 About fourteen percent of the students were women (Keller, 88). 
 
20 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 15. 
 
21 “Cornell was not the right place for me, academically or personally” (ibid.) 
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However, there were two events of her time at Cornell that continued to influence her 
academic and spiritual life. First, Harkness began studying philosophy with speculative 
idealist Dr. James E. Creighton. Not only did Creighton’s speculative idealism provide a 
foundational philosophical framework for the Boston Personalism Harkness later adopted and 
adapted at Boston University,22 but he also encouraged a practical philosophy that could 
influence the average person’s day-to-day life. As he argued, “Philosophy must bake some 
bread; it must, like other sciences, minister to human life…we cannot divorce the intellectual 
and the practical, or say that one is for the sake of the other. Intelligence, when it is complete 
intelligence, is itself practical.”23 For a theologian who became renowned for her ability to 
make difficult theological concepts understandable to the average layperson, the practical 
academic method of Dr. Creighton must have impressed the young Harkness. 
The second event that shaped Harkness, particularly her understanding and theology of 
prayer, was a near-death experience that occurred in May of her sophomore year. Upon 
arriving at Cornell, she had become involved in the Student Volunteer Movement, a Christian 
organization that recruited students from university campuses for foreign mission work.24 On 
a spring trip to the nearby Fall Creek Gorge with the campus group, she accidentally walked 
off a twenty-five-foot cliff in the darkness of the late evening. While luckily landing in twelve 
                                               
22 Particularly, speculative idealism and Boston Personalism “shared common optimistic 
liberal tenets of the centrality of the individual and personality, the ability of the mind to bring 
truth and freedom to any given situation, and confidence in a steady and dependable social 
world” (Keller, 86-87). 
 
23 Quoted in Keller, 84-85 (or James Edwin Creighton, Studies in Speculative Philosophy 
[New York: Macmillan, 1925], 6, 19). 
 
24 Harkness even pledged herself to foreign missions through the organization but felt that she 
was needed at home to take care of her parents (Keller, 91-92). 
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feet of water, Harkness had never learned to swim. As she struggled to stay afloat for the five 
to ten minutes it took for rescuers to scurry down to find her, she reached the end of her 
strength and prayed the elemental prayer of faith: “Father, into Thy hands I commend my 
spirit.” She continued the story, “At that moment I felt physically support beneath me, for I 
had simultaneously been carried by the current into shallow water and a rescuer had reached 
me.”25 As she attempted to make sense of her time in the water and the efficacy of her 
desperate prayer, she recounted, 
Various factors had to be as they were, or I should not now be here. But the most 
crucial, I believe, was the fact that during the time I was in the water…I inhaled no 
water. For this I claim no presence of mind. And I had no prior knowledge of what to 
do. By a God-given impulse I held my breath while I was under water, catching a gasp 
each time as I came up. Thus God answered my prayer and a miracle of deliverance 
was wrought, but within the order of God’s world.26 
 
While Harkness’s theology of prayer is covered in much greater detail later in the 
dissertation, it can be argued that her prayer in the water and her later interpretation of the 
event can serve as a lens for understanding the purpose and efficacy of prayer. The last 
sentence of her explanation especially—“Thus God answered my prayer and a miracle of 
deliverance was wrought, but within the order of God’s world”—holds within it the basic 
creative tension of her position. Unlike many other liberal theologians of her era, Harkness 
firmly believed in the power of prayer to a personal God who listened and answered prayer 
(“Thus God answered my prayer and a miracle of deliverance was wrought”). Contrary to the 
conservatives and fundamentalists of the time, Harkness just as firmly believed that the 
miracles God wrought were not breaks from the world’s natural order or momentary 
                                               
25 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 16. 
 
26 Ibid., 17. 
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incursions into an otherwise natural world, but were brought about by God within God’s own 
ordered and creative purposes. As with so many of Harkness’s theological and social 
positions, her brush with death underscored a theology of prayer that brought together the two 
extreme theological positions into a creative synthesis that both respected God’s personality 
and sovereignty while maintaining freedom of the natural order God created. 
 
Early Adulthood and Boston University 
After completing her time at Cornell, Harkness spent the next four of six years 
teaching at high schools in Schuylerville and Scotia, New York. Lacking the experience and 
resolve needed for an often unruly classroom, she was asked to resign from her first teaching 
position. Yet, Harkness learned the necessary lessons from this experience and went on to 
thrive in her second teaching position. In both communities, she also was heavily involved in 
the local Methodist congregation, volunteering in the Sunday school, Junior League, and 
Epworth League and honing her vocation as a teacher and religious educator. It was during 
this time of intense teaching in both the school and church contexts that she came upon an 
article in the Methodist magazine The Christian Advocate that described “a new profession for 
women in religious education,”27 a profession for which Harkness seemed naturally designed. 
When she received a catalogue for Boston University’s newly-minted School of Religious 
Education, she decided in less than an hour that this was the place for her and entered in the 
fall of 1918. 
Harkness’s time at Boston University proved to be among the most influential of her 
life, indelibly shaping her vocational and academic trajectory. She obtained her master’s 
                                               
27 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 18. 
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degree in two years, writing her thesis on “The Church and the Immigrant,” which both 
described the changing nature of the U.S. immigrant (as more Southern- and Eastern-
European people immigrated) and gave directives as to the just and loving response to 
immigrants. As she summarized, “The real foundation of all our efforts must be the spirit of 
Christian brotherhood. When the Christian people of America fully catch the spirit of the 
Christ and follow His behest as He says, ‘Love thy neighbor as thyself,’ then the immigrant 
problem will cease to exist, for the stranger within our gates will have become our brother.”28 
This deft mix of social and spiritual analysis in the broad tradition of the social gospel 
movement became paradigmatic for Harkness’s subsequent work.29 
Perhaps no other event was more important than when Harkness fell “under the spell 
of Dr. Brightman’s kindling mind.”30 Dr. Edgar Brightman was the Bordon Parker Bowne 
Professor of Philosophy at Boston University and one of the leading voices of the second-
generation philosophical school known as Boston Personalism. During her second year at the 
school, Harkness took her first course with Brightman and was immediately transfixed, 
calling it “the most stirring and illuminating course I ever took.”31 During this same year, she 
approached Brightman about the possibility of him becoming her Ph.D. advisor. In a telling 
exchange on both sides, Brightman noted that while Harkness “had the preparation” and 
“probably the brains,” he questioned whether she had the “stick-to-it-iveness.” Harkness 
                                               
28 Georgia Harkness, The Church and the Immigrant (New York: George Doran, 1921), 101. 
 
29 The social gospel movement was a late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century theological 
and social movement that emphasized the social obligations of Christianity to work among the 
poor and marginalized as demonstrated by Jesus Christ. 
 
30 “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness,” 18. 
 
31 Ibid. 
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responded with equal candor and poise, “If that was all, I would see to that.”32 Apparently 
satisfied by this answer, the next year Harkness was admitted as a Ph.D. student at Boston 
University under the tutelage of Brightman. Over the course of her tenure at the school, 
Harkness took eight classes from Brightman, and they maintained a personal correspondence 
for the remainder of his life. 
Although an analysis of Boston Personalism is reserved for Chapter Four, it is 
important to give a brief overview of this philosophical system because of the role it played in 
Harkness’s own thought, particularly in terms of her theology of prayer and social action. 
Developed by Borden Parker Bowne, Boston Personalism was a synthesis of many different 
strands of philosophical thought from Aristotle through Kant and beyond. In his three volume 
study of American theological liberalism, Gary Dorrien argues that Boston Personalism is a 
synthesis of liberalism and modernity that is characterized by its commitment to four 
hallmarks: moral intuition, the social gospel, religious experience, and metaphysical reason.33  
Central to this synthesis, Bowne argued that “person is the ontological ultimate” and 
“personality is the fundamental explanatory principle.”34 To state it more plainly, the only 
thing that is truly real in the universe is the person, both human and divine. Further, through 
our own personality—self-consciousness, ability to reason, human ideals—we are able to 
                                               
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Gary Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism, and 
Modernity (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 287. However, Bowne was not 
himself an adherent to the social gospel movement, though the movement’s philosophical 
metaphysic made it well-suited for social reformers like Harkness. 
 
34 Paul Deats, “Introduction to Boston Personalism,” in The Boston Personalist Tradition in 
Philosophy, Social Ethics, and Theology, ed. Paul Deats and Carol Robb (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1986), 2. 
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understand the Divine Personality. As Brightman argued, “Human persons are the clues to 
reality with the Divine Person…Humans are not identical to God, nor absorbed into God; 
instead, they share God’s purposes even as they are distinct selves.”35 Personality thus 
becomes the key by which one understands all other phenomena.  
The importance of personality in the Boston Personalist philosophy also helps to 
explain two key features of Harkness’s thought that will be discussed in further detail later. 
First, an affirmation of the ontological reality of personality implies the ontological worth of 
each human person and serves as a foundation for a robust social ethic. It is no wonder that 
Georgia Harkness, along with many other Boston Personalists, was committed to striving for 
social justice that affirmed the worth of each person regardless of race, class, culture, or 
gender. Further, unlike other liberal theologians who considered God as an “ultimate ground 
of being” (Tillich) or a natural process (Whitehead), the Boston Personalist affirmation of 
God as Divine Personality also served as the foundation for a theology of prayer. While a 
force or process might be worshipped, only a personal God can hear and respond to prayer. 
Harkness’s claim of a God who heard and answered prayer within the order of the natural 
world was predicated upon the personality of God central to the Boston Personalist tradition. 
 
Early Career 
After completing her coursework at Boston University, Harkness took a teaching 
position as a professor of religion at Elmira College in Elmira, New York (about 30 miles 
southwest of Ithaca) in 1922 where she taught for the next fifteen years. In the midst of 
teaching a full load, she was able to complete her dissertation on the religious philosophy and 
                                               
35 Quoted in Keller, 120. 
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ethics of late-nineteenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hill Green, and graduated from 
Boston University with her Ph.D. in 1923. During her tenure at Elmira, she published six 
books (most notably Conflicts in Religious Thought [1929] and The Recovery of Ideals 
[1937]) and numerous articles, shifted her teaching load toward philosophy of religion, helped 
lead a successful curriculum revision, and, based on class size, became one of the most 
popular professors in the school. In 1924, she joined a group of scholars and writers 
(including Reinhold Niebuhr and Charles Clayton Morrison) on a European tour headed up by 
Sherwood Eddy, then the International Secretary of the YMCA. After reviewing the horrors of 
war for both the allies and Germans, Harkness, similar to many liberal Protestants surveying 
the horrors of the Great War, declared herself “a pacifist, I think, forevermore.”36 Unlike 
many of her colleagues (most notably Reinhold Niebuhr), Harkness remained a pacifist during 
World War II and continued to write and speak for the rest of her life about war as antithetical 
to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
These fifteen years were not only professionally productive for Harkness, they were 
also years of personal and academic transformation. In her 1939 The Christian Century 
article, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage:’ How My Mind Has Changed in This Decade,” Harkness 
addressed primarily how her focus of study shifted from philosophy to theology, as she 
became more interested in the questions of the church and “rediscovered the Bible.”37 
Theologically, her once overly-optimistic liberalism was tempered by the realities of sin and 
                                               
36 Quoted in Keller, 140. 
 
37 Georgia Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” in Georgia 
Harkness: The Remaking of a Theological Liberal, ed. Rebekah Miles (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2010), 23. 
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the salvific work of Christ as highlighted by proponents of neo-orthodoxy (e.g., Reinhold 
Niebuhr) under whom she had studied during various sabbaticals at Elmira. This synthesis 
created a “chastened and deepened” liberalism that still claimed the “essential greatness of 
man” [sic] and the necessity of human social action for the sake of the kingdom.38 After 
attending four ecumenical conferences throughout the world between 1937 and 1939 (Oxford, 
England and Madras, India being the two most noteworthy), Harkness came to consider 
herself “more church-minded,” which was reflected in her future writings intended more for 
the laity than the academy. As will be discussed in Chapter Four, all of these changes were 
catalyzed by Harkness’s growing commitment to prayer and worship. It is then unsurprising 
that the vast majority of her liturgical work writing and planning devotionals, prayers, hymns, 
and worship services for the church and its laity began after this shift.39 
Concurrent with, and connected to, Harkness’s growing interest in worship, was her 
burgeoning interest in writing poetry.40 As she describes in her autobiography,  
In November of 1931, I suddenly discovered the joys of writing verse… when a poet 
friend came to Elmira to give a two week course in versification, and I joined the 
class—partly to swell the numbers and partly to see if I could find out what modern 
verse was driving at. Hers was the method of creative “group dynamics” before we 
heard the term so often, and I began to burble with both light verse and sonnets. A 
little poetry club formed at that time was the source of relaxation in those depression 
years when many lost their jobs and we all worried lest we should. For a time I wrote a 
                                               
38 As a product of her time, Harkness naturally uses gender exclusive language when referring 
both to humanity and God. Rather than indicate each one or attempt to edit all of them, I want 
to acknowledge its problematic nature for contemporary readers while at the same time 
allowing Harkness to speak for herself. 
 
39 An exploration of these devotionals, hymns, prayers, and worship services, along with her 
writing on prayer and worship will be the main focus of Chapters Two and Three. 
 
40 In The Christian Century article, she described poetry as “[a]nother type of experience 
[that] has done much to deepen the reality of worship” (“‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How My 
Mind Has Changed in This Decade,” The Christian Century 56 [March 15, 1939]: 349-50). 
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good deal of verse, and a collection was published commercially in 1935 under the 
title of my first serious poem, Holy Flame.41 
 
Harkness went on to publish three major books of poetry—The Glory of God (1943), Be Still 
and Know (1953), and Grace Abounding (1969). Underscoring the connection Harkness drew 
between poetry and worship, each of these collections contained hymns or prayers for public 
and private use. The Glory of God contains five explicit hymn texts (noted by the addition of a 
suggested tune after the title), and the second half of the book is devoted to prayer “for 
personal and corporate worship,” “for special occasions and needs,” and “for particular 
groups.” Be Still and Know pairs each poem with a biblical passage and a concluding original 
prayer, with the hopes of “increas[ing] its usefulness for both private and public worship.”42 
Grace Abounding continues the practice of pairing each poem with a biblical passage and 
prayer, and includes three hymn texts either commissioned or written for hymn contests put 
on by The Hymn Society of America (now United States and Canada). Thus, even in the new 
endeavor of creative writing, Harkness’s commitment to personal devotion and the 
worshipping life of the church is witnessed in the hymn texts, prayers, and devotional 
meditations she chose to create during this same period. 
 
The Move to Garrett Biblical Institute 
After first spending two years teaching at Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, 
Massachusetts (just over 10 miles north of Springfield), Harkness accepted a position as the 
Professor of Applied Theology at Garrett Biblical Institute (later Garrett-Evangelical 
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Theological Seminary) in 1939. This appointment capped off a growing number of firsts (or 
onlys) for this trail-blazing theologian: first woman in the Younger Theologians, a theological 
discussion group that included John Bennett, Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, and Robert 
Calhoun (1933); first woman member of the American Theological Society (1937); only 
woman delegate at the Geneva Conference of the Board of Strategy of the Provisional Council 
of the World Council of Churches (1939); and finally with the Garrett appointment she 
became “the first full-time woman professor of theological studies—including Christian 
thought, Bible, church history, and ethics—in a Protestant seminary in the United States.”43 
Yet, the Garrett appointment that would seem to cap off a decade of achievements and 
accolades also marked the beginning of a long period of physical, mental, and spiritual 
anguish for Harkness that she later described as her own “dark night of the soul.” Several 
accumulated events in Harkness’s life helped give rise to her dark night. First, her beloved 
father, Warren Harkness, died in 1937, leaving her without one of her greatest sources of 
personal strength and stability.44 Further, as her reputation as a theologian grew, so did her 
schedule of ecumenical gatherings, theological meetings, and speaking engagements that had 
her crisscrossing both the nation and the globe, all while still teaching a full load of courses 
and writing an average of a book a year between 1935 and 1940 (not counting numerous 
articles for the academy and the Methodist Church). No doubt exacerbated by her grueling 
schedule, Harkness’s health also began to deteriorate, as she experienced undulate fever, 
infected tonsils, and chronic back pain made more difficult by countless and fruitless trips to 
various doctors and specialists. As she described in her autobiography, “This combination of 
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low energy, a ‘thorn in the flesh’ (back pain) and a frustration at ‘suffering many things at the 
hands of many physicians’ plunged me into insomnia and acute depression.”45 Finally, and 
slightly more speculatively, while Harkness constantly blazed trails and broke glass ceilings 
for women, she no doubt must have found this a lonely endeavor, especially as a single 
woman. Each of the “firsts” that Harkness achieved was accomplished in the face of benign 
neglect at best and hostile resistance at worst. Most notably, Harkness was passed over for the 
systematic theology position at Garrett in large part because of President Horace Greely 
Smith’s sexist evaluation of a woman’s ability to hold such a key position.46 Without the 
social scaffolding of close friends and family to uphold her, it is no wonder that Harkness 
entered a period of spiritual darkness and depression. 
Yet, like many Christians before her, Harkness engaged with her spiritual darkness to 
learn of God and be transformed by it. First, she reflected on St. John of the Cross’s notion of 
“the dark night of the soul” in a book of the same name, noting that it was “written as an 
alternative to having a nervous breakdown.”47 In it, she both describes the contours of the dark 
night of faithful Christians who feel abandoned in spiritual darkness and provides practical 
ways in which Christians can engage God in the dark night without being overcome by it.48 
Just as Harkness’s growing commitments to Christ and the church transformed her theology, 
so too her own struggles with depression caused a transformation in her theological 
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anthropology. Up to that point, Harkness touted a triumphant religion that was most fully 
revealed when humanity lived up to the ideals of the Christian life through faith in action. In 
such a model, the onus of action and responsibility laid heavily upon humanity. But when 
Harkness experienced the dark night of depression that clouded her once clear ideals and 
sapped her seemingly boundless energy to live out those ideals, she realized the limitations of 
her human-centered model. In the darkness, what was required was not better ideals or a more 
frenzied struggle, but a stillness that waited for the light of Christ to illumine the shadows. 
Humanity did indeed need a Savior whose redemptive work was the primary movement to 
which humanity then responds in obedience and gratitude. Keller summarized this 
transformation: “Before she worked out of a faith that human beings gained their own 
spiritual victory, that salvation lay in the ability to live out of high ideals. Through the 
redemption experience at the heart of the dark night, Georgia now knew that the victory was 
in God’s gracious giving of divine grace—and in human acceptance.”49 By 1945, she emerged 
from her dark night of the soul, but not unscathed. From that point on, the work of Christ’s 
redemptive work, the necessary limitations of humanity’s striving (but never an abnegation of 
the Christian’s responsibility to work for the social betterment of society), and the necessity of 
contemplation, prayer, and personal devotion to the life of faith became central to her life and 
work. 
 
Personal Life 
In her autobiography, Harkness highlighted two important friendships that sustained 
her during this period of depression and would remain an important part of her story to the 
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end of her life. First, she became close friends with Dr. Ernest Fremont Tittle, her pastor at 
Evanston’s First Methodist Church. Tittle, whom she called “one of the greatest men I ever 
knew,” 50 not only was a source of pastoral support during this difficult season, but, as 
Harkness noted, “It was under his encouragement and largely his tutelage that I compiled the 
poems and wrote the prayers that appeared in 1943 as The Glory of God.”51 As a good pastor, 
Tittle provided care but also continued to foster Harkness’s unique gifts for the good of the 
church and no doubt for the good of her own mental health. Most importantly, Tittle realized 
that a key piece to Harkness’s dark night was loneliness, and he was instrumental in 
introducing her to Verna Miller. During a social function at the church, Tittle approached the 
somewhat socially-reticent Harkness and remarked, “You ought to go over and get better 
acquainted with that young woman (Miller) over there. It is possible that living with her 
would be very helpful to you.”52 During the course of their first conversation, Harkness 
admitted to her feelings of deep exhaustion. Miller immediately invited her home, let her rest 
on the couch, and prepared supper for both of them. Shortly thereafter, Miller and Harkness 
moved in together and became housemates and companions until Harkness’s death some 
thirty years later. Through her gifts of hospitality, Miller provided a safe haven that provided 
stability and relief for Harkness and opened her social life up to those whom Miller invited 
into their home. She also typed every one of Harkness’s manuscripts beginning with Glory to 
God.  
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The exact nature of Harkness and Miller’s relationship has long been in question, with 
many people inferring that their commitment to each other was more a spousal relationship 
than a deep friendship. Toward the end of her life, Harkness did indeed express disapproval 
both publicly and privately with the conservative stance the Methodist Church had taken on 
homosexuality at the 1972 General Conference. Shortly after the vote, she argued from the 
pulpit that such a stance was short-sighted and  
reminded the congregation that twenty years earlier the General Conference had ruled 
that a woman should not be allowed to preach—not be allowed into full connection. 
She told the congregation that the church had been wrong, and it had finally changed 
its mind. Twenty years from that moment would be 1992, and she predicted that the 
church would again realize it had been wrong; she predicted that the Social Principles 
would again be changed.53 
 
Further, in answering a letter asking for her opinion on homosexuality, she argued, 
“homosexuals have been far more sinned against than sinning in the way both society and the 
churches have treated them as moral lepers and outcasts,” and it was more an “undesirable 
practice than a sin.” She continued, “When it is practiced between consenting single adults, I 
think it is their own business and less reprehensible than either heterosexual adultery or sexual 
intercourse outside of marriage.” Yet, no doubt responding to the rumors that swirled about 
her relationship with Verna, she also commented, “Another factor in the case is that it is so 
hard to define precisely. A strong attachment between two persons of the same sex may be 
mutually supporting and have nothing sexy about it, yet the suspicion arises that they are 
homosexuals especially if they share a home together.”54 Whether this was describing her 
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relationship with Verna or was a case of the Shakespearean adage, “the lady doth protest too 
much, methinks,” remains unclear. Whatever the exact nature of their unconventional 
relationship, Harkness understood that Miller was a gift of light during her soul’s dark night. 
Speaking of Miller to a group at the Pacific School of Religion, Harkness admitted, “To her I 
owe much for the joys of companionship and the sharing of her life with mine. Our home 
together in Berkeley is one of my richest delights.”55  
 
An Ascending Career 
In spite of the physical and spiritual turmoil she experienced in the first half of the 
1940s, Harkness’s time at Garrett between 1939 and 1950 further established her reputation as 
one of North America’s premiere theologians. She continued to write prolifically, publishing 
seven books during her tenure including The Dark Night of the Soul (1945) and The Gospel 
and Our World (1949). Though she turned her attention more to the inward life of the 
Christian in prayer and worship, this shift never eclipsed her continued advocacy for a socially 
active church. Harkness indeed remained a “pacifist… forevermore,” and wrote stinging 
critiques of the church’s glorification of war and the necessity for building up peace both 
during World War II and the Vietnam War.56 Indeed, while serving as the only woman on the 
1950 Dun Commission—which studied the theological and moral implications of nuclear 
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weapons with the likes of Reinhold Niebuhr, Robert Calhoun, and Paul Tillich—Harkness 
was one of only two dissenting voices (Robert Calhoun being the other) arguing against a 
Christian just use of nuclear weaponry. 
She also continued to address the xenophobia and racism first studied in her master’s 
thesis, calling Christians to examine the structural and personal racism that stood in stark 
opposition to Christ’s command to love the neighbor, especially those unlike oneself (e.g., the 
Good Samaritan).57 Finally, and perhaps most notably, Harkness was a constant advocate for 
the full ordination of women in the church, arguing tirelessly in articles, books, and speeches 
for ministerial equality.58 She famously stood toe-to-toe with Karl Barth and debated his 
complementarian views on women in pastoral leadership at the organizing meeting of the 
World Council of Churches in 1948.59 Harkness’s growing reputation as a theologian was thus 
always connected to her continued social consciousness central to her theological work. 
Yet, what had changed for Harkness was the role of worship and prayer within these 
social struggles. For example, in her article “Prayer as a Road to Peace,” she argued that 
prayer was indispensable in the struggle for peace because there could be “no reconstructed 
world without reconstructed individuals,” and prayer was that work of reconstruction and 
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reimagining.60 In an argument worth quoting in full, Harkness imagines this process of 
reconstruction, noting that prayer 
enlarges horizons and increases sensitivity to the needs of others, including those in 
other lands we have never seen. It makes us want to share what we have, and this gives 
realism and support to both church and government programs of foreign aid. It 
increases human brotherhood, and by reducing racial tensions it reduces the appeal of 
Communism to our colored brothers around the world. It helps us to discern between 
evil systems, which must be rejected, and the persons under their control—sons of 
God like ourselves—for whom we ought to feel not hatred but sympathy. Prayer thus 
helps to create and cement the ties of understanding and reconciliation which, 
expressed politically in negotiation at the upper level of statecraft, can abate the 
tensions of the old war and lead to peace.61 
 
As will be discussed in greater detail later, prayer became essential to imagining and 
empowering the Christian social ethic envisioned by Harkness.  
Harkness’s time at Garrett was also crucial because it was during these twelve years 
that her vocation as an applied theologian for the church’s laity solidified. Many of the 
reasons for this shift have already been noted: a growing commitment to the global church 
through her involvement in the ecumenical movement, a renewed sense of the importance of 
prayer and worship for the Christian life, her own dark night of the soul that reaffirmed the 
necessity of strong spiritual resources. Yet, there were two more events in Harkness’s life that 
proved crucial in shaping her vocation. Her father Warren Harkness’s death was not only 
significant because of the sense of loss it inflicted, but also because of one of the last 
conversations they had together. On the day he died, Warren Harkness asked his daughter 
how many books she had written. After Georgia answered, he replied “I think they must be 
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good books. Wise men say they are. But I wish you would write more about Jesus Christ.” As 
she later noted, “This word, reinforced by the fact that after that time I was mainly teaching 
the Bible or theology rather than philosophy, marks a definite turn in my writing and thinking 
toward a more Christ-centered approach to religious truth.”62 As she wrote more about Christ, 
she also found herself writing more for people like her father, perhaps not the “wise men” of 
the world by academic standards, but the lifeblood of the church of Jesus Christ who needed a 
faith grounded in both the heart and mind. Finally, Harkness’s fate as an applied theologian 
was sealed when (after the retirement of Harris Franklin Rall) she was passed over for the 
systematics position at Garrett in 1946 for a less qualified male candidate. While she was 
privately hurt by the slight, being passed over for the systematics position allowed Harkness 
to take on her continuing position as an applied theologian with renewed vigor.  
This renewed commitment to the laity can be clearly witnessed in the next two books 
Harkness published. In the introduction to Understanding the Christian Faith (1947), she laid 
out what could be called her guiding vision for the rest of her career: “In the churches it is the 
laymen, not the theologian in the seminary or even the minister…for whom churches 
exist…Serious consequences have arisen from failure to help the layman understand his 
faith…[and] [l]ack of clear understanding of the Christian faith stands in the way of an 
effective attack on the evils of our society.”63 There are two essential points in this summation 
that are key to understanding Harkness’s changing vocational priorities. First, the vast 
majority of the church is laity. Rather than relying on a trickle-down effect where books are 
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written for other theologians and possibly educated clergy and then slowly make their way 
down to the laity, Harkness began writing directly to the laity. With only a few exceptions, the 
rest of her life’s work was addressed to the priesthood of all believers. Second, Harkness 
began to diagnose the social ills present in society as at least partially caused by a lack of 
theological understanding on the part of the laity. Harkness was convinced that better 
theology led to better ethics.  
Her second book, Prayer and the Common Life (1948), was again addressed to the 
average Christian and demonstrated the need for prayer in the Christian life, the content of 
prayer, and practical steps to begin deepening one’s own practice of prayer. Just as Harkness 
made the connection between theology and ethics, she also drew a similar line of influence 
between prayer and ethics. She argued that even with a world beset by evils of every kind—
atomic weapons, war, poverty, discrimination—what was most needed was “an upsurge of 
vital, God-centered, intelligently grounded prayer,” for “without the spiritual and moral 
resources which prayer exists to heighten, the action required for dealing with such issues is 
likely to go on being limited and as misdirected by self-interest as we now see it.”64 Thus, as 
Harkness’s own vocation as an applied theologian solidified, so too did her commitments to 
weaving together theology, ethics, and prayer/worship into the single tapestry of the Christian 
life. Or, as Keller deftly describes, during this period Harkness “put together these strands of 
theology, social justice, and spirituality to become an applied/systematic theologian of the 
laos, the whole people of God.”65  
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The renewed interest in the worshipping and praying life of the church that Harkness 
pointed to in her The Christian Century article in 1939 continued to blossom during her time 
at Garrett. Her book of poetry—The Glory of God (1943)—included a section for prayers, 
including public litanies for deliverance and peace (during the height of World War II), 
private prayers for a variety of circumstances (e.g., morning and evening prayers, prayers for 
times of weariness and sickness, and, remarkably, for soldiers, conscientious objectors, those 
working in defense industries, and enemies), and five hymn texts. She also wrote several 
articles on prayer and worship during this period, including “The Art of Public Prayer” 
(1943), “The Practice of the Presence of God” (1943), “Teach Us to Pray” (1945), and 
“Methods of Private Prayer” (1945). Further, Understanding the Christian Faith and The 
Gospel and Our World (not to mention Prayer and the Common Life) each had sections or 
whole chapters devoted to prayer and/or public worship. In addition to writing about prayer 
and worship, Harkness also planned many public services of worship ranging from a general 
service for the promotion of peace (“Spiritual Resources for Peace”) to the 1943 World Day 
of Prayer.  The importance Harkness placed on this liturgical work can be seen in a personal 
anecdote she shared in her article “Writing the Service for the World Day of Prayer.” After 
receiving the call that asked her to consider planning the 1943 World Day of Prayer, she 
turned to her sister-in-law and explained, “I have just been asked to do the most important job 
in the world.”66 From this time on, prayer and worship would be central to Harkness’s life and 
life’s work. 
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A Last Move to Claremont 
After a successful tenure at Garrett, Harkness’s academic life shifted once more in 
1950 when she accepted the applied theology position at the Pacific School of Religion in 
Berkeley, California, until her retirement in 1961. She largely continued in the trajectory she 
set at Garrett, writing books for the average layperson to help explain the rise of secularism 
(The Modern Rival of Christian Faith), the simplicity and complexity of the Bible (Toward 
Understanding the Bible), and the depths and limits of God’s power in the world (The 
Providence of God). In each, she gave space (with the exception of Toward Understanding 
the Bible) for extended discussion on prayer and/or worship. Her ongoing commitment to the 
devotional and liturgical life of the church can also be demonstrated in her collaboration with 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.’s General Department of United 
Church Women to produce O Worship the Lord (1951), a small booklet of worship services. 
Finally, when the World Council of Churches met in Evanston, Illinois, in 1954 for their 
Second Assembly themed “Jesus Christ—Hope of the World,” the Hymn Society of America 
held a contest to find a hymn text best exemplifying the hope found in Christ. Out of the over 
500 submissions, Harkness’s hymn text “Hope of the Word, Thou Christ of Great 
Compassion,” won.   
In the waning years of Harkness’s professional teaching career, her stature as a 
theologian for the church continued to grow and be recognized. In 1958, she was awarded 
“Churchwoman of the Year” by the Religious Heritage of America, and shortly after she 
retired in 1962, she received an honorary doctorate from Elmira College. Perhaps a less 
prestigious but no less telling form of notoriety, she was also mentioned in FBI surveillance 
notes as a possible Communist on account of her progressive leaning on a variety of social 
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issues and association with others of a similar ilk.67 Yet, perhaps Harkness’s biggest 
accomplishment during this time was not an award won or honor bestowed upon her, but 
seeing her (along with hundreds of other women and men) tireless work for the equality of 
women in ministry come to fruition when the 1956 General Conference granted full clergy 
rights to women. She remained notably and purposefully silent during the ensuing debate on 
the floor, believing rightly that she had made her case in the past decades. After the legislation 
passed by a strong majority, delegate Lynn Corson rose from New Jersey and made the 
following statement:   
Mr. Chairman, this is a day of particular triumph and significance to one of the 
members of this group who for many years has been looking forward to this moment 
when full clergy rights for women would be voted by this General Conference. I refer 
to Dr. Georgia Harkness. (applause) 
 
I think that it is a matter only due her as a courtesy from the General Conference to 
express the appreciation of the conference for the valiant fight she has waged for this 
cause for many years and express to her how we know that on this day she must feel 
peculiar satisfaction in the knowledge that this fight has eventuated in final victory for 
her cause.  
 
Let us salute Dr. Georgia Harkness. (The audience rose and applauded).68 
 
Before retiring from Pacific School of Religion in 1961, Harkness also spent a sabbatical year 
(1956-1957) teaching at the United Theological Seminary in Manila, Philippines, and the 
International Christian University in Tokyo, again proving her commitment to an ecumenical 
and global church.  
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If anything, Harkness’s retirement from Pacific School of Religion freed her up to 
increase her writing and speaking load. Between 1961 and her death in 1974, she continued to 
travel extensively, seemingly speaking wherever she was invited. In addition, she published 
thirteen books and numerous articles covering a range of topics including the Holy Spirit (The 
Fellowship of the Holy Spirit [1966]), mysticism (Mysticism: Its Meaning and Message 
[1973]), and aging (“De Senectute: Comment and Addenda on Growing Older” [1967]). 
Tellingly, three of her last published articles show her continued commitment to the life of 
prayer: “What Prayer Means” (1973) “What Can Prayer Mean to Me?” (1974), and “Theology 
of Prayer” (1974).  
Georgia and Verna made one final move during retirement, leaving Berkeley in 1968 
for Claremont, California. In their later years they travelled extensively, not only to meet 
Harkness’s speaking engagements, but also to places like Hawaii for vacation.69 For one of 
her final trips, she accepted an invitation in 1973 to lecture on a sixteen-day Holy Land travel 
seminar that culminated in her posthumously published Biblical Backgrounds of the Middle 
East (1976). By 1972, her health was beginning to decline, first noticed in a slight drag of the 
left foot that may have been caused by a minor stroke.70 Yet, up until the day she died 
suddenly on August 21, 1974, she continued to write, teach, and preach to people from all 
different walks of life, weaving the strands of theology, worship and personal devotion, and 
personal ethics into a single tapestry in order that the church might follow Christ’s own call to 
be the “hope of the world.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 
HARKNESS ON PRAYER AND WORSHIP 
 
As is evident from the previous overview, both the personal events in Harkness’s  
own life—her near-death experience, the death of her father, her struggle with depression and 
chronic pain—as well as the global events—world wars, the ecumenical movement, 
international missions, and changing theological landscapes—shaped her understanding of 
prayer and worship. This chapter examines her evolving theological and practical concepts of 
prayer and worship by investigating her writings on the topic chronologically and by giving a 
composite sketch of her broadening and deepening understanding of each. Because many of 
her articles on prayer and worship became the foundation for later chapters in her many 
books, this chapter employs Harkness’s books as main sources, bringing in the articles to help 
elucidate points made or expand upon points not covered within her books. 
 
Prayer 
Harkness’s own theology of prayer began not with theological study but rather when 
she first was taught to pray by the “hired girl” in her house, saw prayer modeled in the small 
Methodist church she attended, and witnessed the efficacy of her prayer of desperation and 
commendation (“Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit”) as she struggled to stay afloat 
in the pond into which she had fallen. Yet, her first foray into the more formal study of prayer 
began in one of her earliest books, Conflicts in Religious Thought (1929). It is worth 
examining her first work in greater detail because it served as the theological and 
philosophical foundation upon which she built her theology and praxis of prayer.  
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Conflicts in Religious Thought and Harkness’s Philosophical Foundations for Prayer 
 
Interestingly for a woman who devoted her life to studying the topic, Harkness started 
the chapter with a confession: “It is with some trepidation that the author attempts to discuss 
the problem of prayer. The life of prayer is its own best justification.”1 This caveat is telling 
because it tempers the early influences of a Protestant liberalism that tended to shy away from 
discussing aspects of religious life like prayer that seemed personally subjective and perhaps 
socially suspect in their focus on the interior life of devotion rather than on the public life of 
social action. Perhaps it also was an indication of Harkness’s own inner turmoil about the 
early direction of her academic work. Yet, Harkness found the “problem” of prayer “forced 
upon us by the fact that great many people would sincerely like to pray—used to pray, 
perhaps, and are sorely puzzled to know whether they have any intellectual right to do so in a 
world of law.”2 Harkness’s first public writing on prayer was not so much concerned with the 
practice of prayer but was an attempt to give the modern (liberal) person an intellectual 
foundation for prayer. 
Harkness began her examination of prayer by attempting to define the term. After 
running through a list of what prayer is not (e.g., “repetition of words,” “meditation upon lofty 
themes”), she gave her first definition: “prayer is man’s attempt to become consciously aware 
of the presence of God…[for] [w]henever one tries in a vital, personal outreach of spirit to 
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find God, he prays.”3 Further, prayer necessitated not only a belief in God,4 but also a belief in 
a personal God who is both good and powerful.5 The fundamental personality of God, a 
foundational belief of the Boston Personalist school, likewise served as the foundation for the 
validity of prayer.6 Yet, Harkness argued that if prayer required belief in a personal God, 
belief in God also necessitated prayer if a person was to attain any “vital awareness of the 
reality of God.”7 Prayer both validates and is validated by a belief in a personal God. 
Because her first book was addressed to the modern mind that tended to be suspicious 
of religious practices that smacked of superstition, Harkness spent a good portion of her 
argument addressing whether prayer was a worthwhile, objective pursuit or simply an opiate 
used to sate the weak-willed. Before moving to answer this question, she maintained that even 
if the only way God worked through prayer was to change the attitudes or feelings of the 
person praying, it would still be of significant importance. As she explained, “To reinforce the 
inner life of a man so that he can transcend external events is more needful than to alter the 
                                               
3 Ibid., 245. 
  
4 Ibid., 247. 
 
5 Ibid., 255. This retraced her arguments for the personality of God in Chapters Six and Seven: 
“Is There a God?” and “Personality, Human and Divine.” As she said in an article eight years 
later, “To believe in God as an impersonal cosmic force or process leaves one with little 
foundation on which to believe that God can response to the worshiper” (“Prayer and Life,” 
The Intercollegian [February 1937], series 10, box 10, folder 26, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 87). 
 
6 See my Chapter One discussion of Boston Personalism, 25-26. 
 
7 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 247. 
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external events.”8 A person reformed by prayer is the person who is given the resources to 
reform the world around them. 
The basis for Harkness’s belief in the efficacy of prayer and the change prayer could 
bring to the inner life lay in her philosophical position of immanent deism, which held that a 
personal God works through the natural world and its physical laws to bring about God’s 
purposes. This position has a variety of implications for prayer’s power. First, because God 
has established physical laws for the good of the world, it is unwise to pray for a miracle that 
would require the transcending of these laws or to be disappointed when such prayers are not 
efficacious.9 She argued, for example, that “prayer cannot kill bacilli or restore a lost organ.”10 
If God answered all prayers that would upset natural laws, the world would be one of constant 
chaos and give little witness to a trustworthy God. Further, since “the activity of physical 
nature is itself the activity of God,”11 God can use the physical laws of nature to answer 
prayer and bring about a change that would not normally have occurred. To illustrate, 
Harkness noted that just as she may assign a paper due in two weeks that caused the students 
in her class to do something that would not happen otherwise (writing the paper, which breaks 
no known physical laws), so “it is quite possible to ask of God and to receive from God 
                                               
8 Ibid., 249. See also “The Fruits of Prayer,” n.d. series 4, box 2, folder 38, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 13-14. 
 
9 “[W]e have no right to ask God to violate a law of nature” (Harkness, Conflicts in Religious 
Thought, 259). 
 
10 Ibid., 276. Again, her major point here was that prayer was about the inward change in a 
person, for the quote continued, “But prayer can give to doctor, nurse and patient greater poise 
and greater power to fight the illness. It can give the sufferer courage to bear his suffering 
unafraid” (276). 
 
11 Ibid., 266.  
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without setting aside any laws of nature.”12 God works in cooperation with the prayers of the 
faithful through nature and its laws, not against them, to bring about new possibility in line 
with God’s good and redemptive will.13 
Yet, Harkness never quite shut the door to the possibility that “God may work 
miracles,”14 even those that may seem to violate the laws of nature. Several times she added 
qualifiers that made room for the unexplainably miraculous, however unlikely. For instance, 
she argued it is “inherently improbable”—but not impossible—that “God will set aside any 
law of nature in response to human wishes.”15 Toward the end of her argument she also left 
open the possibility that just as certain laws of nature seemed to be suspended when 
conflicting with other stronger laws (e.g., the law of gravity’s seeming futility against 
Bernoulli’s Principle in the flight of an airplane), so too “there may be in the universe a 
fundamental law of prayer which takes precedence over the ordinary laws of physical nature. 
We cannot say with certainty that there is. Nor can we say that there is not.”16 While this may 
seem like Harkness was equivocating or hedging her bets against the possibility of the 
miraculous, more than that it seems to acknowledge humbly that in the end whatever God did 
in response to prayer, even if it defies human reason, was God’s prerogative. 
Finally, Harkness explored for the first of many times in her work the necessary 
connection between work and prayer. She first argued that prayer motivates the one who prays 
                                               
12 Ibid., 258-59. 
 
13 See also Harkness, “The Fruits of Prayer,” 15ff. 
 
14 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 264. 
 
15 Ibid., 266.  
 
16 Ibid., 269. 
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toward action for humanity, noting, “One cannot pray for the good of his neighbor, and mean 
it, without feeling impelled to do something to help my neighbor…[for] when one really prays 
for the advancement of the kingdom, he works for it.”17 For Harkness, prayer that was truly 
Christian prayer had a natural ethical component that was not separate from, but an essential 
part of, the complete work of prayer in the Christian’s life. As she suggested in a later 
devotional manuscript, “Lord, Teach Us to Pray,” “our praying is costly business because 
with it must go the willingness to act.”18  
Moreover, if action does not arise from prayer, it calls into question whether it can 
even be rightly called prayer at all. Returning to her emphasis on the inward change prayer 
effects, she described how “God usually, perhaps always, answers prayer through changing 
human attitudes rather than physical events.”19 So the person who prays for an end to war 
should not primarily expect the machinery of war to stall—guns suddenly to fire blanks, tanks 
to be swallowed up in the earth, bombs to become inert—but the one who prays can expect to 
be given wisdom and the spiritual resources to work toward the peace for which they pray and 
the vision of peace God gives them through prayer. As she declared in a later letter to the 
editor of The Christian Century outlining what must be done to avoid war, “It ought to be 
without saying that none of these things can be done as Christians should do them without 
                                               
17 Ibid., 251. Author’s emphasis. 
 
18 Georgia Harkness, “Lord, Teach Us to Pray,” series 8, box 7, folder 32, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 4. 
 
19 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 274. 
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personal and intercessory prayer in a spirit of humility and reconciling love.”20 Prayer gives 
the spiritual resources necessary to discern and carry out Christ’s vision for the world. 
Further, the claim that work was a necessary component of prayer was not simply a social 
claim but a theological statement as well: “To try to make [prayer] a substitute for work is not 
prayer; it is blasphemy.”21 Yet, because prayer gives the inner motivation and resources to act 
for the good for which the Christian prays, work will lack direction and energy without an 
equally fervent commitment to prayer. As Harkness concluded, “But if prayer is not a 
substitute for work, neither is work a substitute for prayer. It is worth while [sic] to pray.”22  
In her first exploration of prayer, Harkness addressed many of the same questions that 
her Protestant liberal forebears and colleagues were also attempting to answer as they sought 
to make prayer understandable to the modern person. Like Harkness, many liberals were 
trying to make prayer—particularly petition and intercession—intelligible to people who no 
longer believed in an interventionist God who would alter natural laws to answer even the 
most heartfelt of prayers. For example, Harkness’s mentor and friend Harry Emerson Fosdick, 
noted liberal pastor of New York City’s Riverside Church, spent a good deal of his 1919 The 
Meaning of Prayer reinterpreting prayer as communion with God rather than only 
intercession: “[P]rayer is neither chiefly begging for things, nor is it merely self-communion; 
it is that loftiest experience within reach of any soul, communion with God.”23 While not 
                                               
20 Georgia Harkness, letter to the editor, The Christian Century 73, no. 10 (March 11, 1953), 
series 2, box 1, folder 19, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL.  
 
21 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 251-52. 
 
22 Ibid., 252. 
 
23 Harry Emerson Fosdick, The Meaning of Prayer (New York: Association Press, 1919), 32. 
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using the particular language of personalism, Fosdick joined the personalists in claiming that 
God must be understood in personal terms as a being who cares for each individual if prayer 
was to be meaningful to the average person.24  Finally, he too argued for the necessity of a 
God who worked within history to answer prayer without violating the laws of nature that 
assured an orderly world: 
How can God shape the course of nature and human history without interfering with 
law? But consider that what we call a miracle need not involve at all a break in any 
law. Plant a pebble and a seed side by side. The law of the pebble is to lie dead; the 
law of the seed is to grow. If therefore the pebble could see the seed sprouting, how 
certainly it would lift its pebble hands in astonishment and cry, “A miracle!” But no 
law was broken there. There and everywhere else, what is called miracle is not a 
rupture of law; it is the fulfilling of a larger and higher law than we have yet 
understood (his emphasis).25 
 
Similarly, in her call for both prayer and social action, Harkness picked up on a theme 
that was already well established in social gospel circles. Perhaps most notably, in his 1910 
Prayers of the Social Awakening, Walter Rauschenbusch argued that prayer was often 
jettisoned because it seemed an opiate for social stasis rather than a catalyst for social change: 
If the moral demands of our higher social thought could find adequate expression in 
prayer, it would have a profound influence on the social movement. Many good men 
have given up the habit of praying, partly through philosophical doubt, partly because 
they feel that it is useless or even harmful to their spiritual nature. Prayer in the past, 
                                               
24 “Haeckel, the materialist, has displaced the Creator by a primal substance which he 
solemnly crowns Emperor of the universe under the titled of ‘Mobile Cosmic Ether.’ Can we 
imagine anyone finding vital and sustaining help in supplications addressed to such an object, 
or are vast congregations likely to be stirred in adoration, praying, ‘O Mobile Cosmic Ether, 
hallowed be thy name!’ Why not?” (Ibid., 41). 
 
25 Ibid., 97. For another example of a contemporary of Harkness’s addressing these modern 
questions, see George Buttrick’s Prayer (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1942), 
particularly the chapters, “The Problem of Petitionary Prayer” (70-83); “Petitionary Prayer 
and Natural Law” (84-95); “The Problem of Intercessory Prayer (96-112); and “The Bounds 
and Boundlessness of Prayer (113-25). Harkness was familiar with Buttrick’s work, later 
listing it on a 1962 syllabus (“Course Syllabus of Theology C2” [March 26, 1962], series 9, 
box 8, folder 5, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL). 
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like the hiss of escaping steam, has often dissipated moral energy. But prayer before 
battle is another thing. That has been the greatest breeder of revolutionary heroism in 
history. All our bravest desires stiffen into fighting temper when they are affirmed 
before God.26  
 
While not employing Rauschenbusch’s militant language, Harkness clearly built on the 
foundations of the social gospel movement, arguing for prayer that was embodied in social 
action and social action that was directed and purified by prayer.  
Harkness would have also heard the connection between social action and prayer made 
explicit by her Evanston pastor and friend Ernest Fremont Tittle. As Christopher Evans noted 
in Social Gospel Liberalism and the Ministry of Ernest Fremont Tittle, Tittle’s pastoral 
prayers at First Methodist Church often connected not only prayer to justice, but also 
“revealed a deep concern with how issues of social transformation were related to an 
individual’s personal faith.”27 While this particular pastoral prayer predated Harkness’s time 
at First Methodist, it was paradigmatic of Tittle’s social concern:   
…grant, O Father, that we may never rest content with any present achievement. May 
our minds travel beyond all the roads that have ever been trod. May our souls live 
continually forward in what ought to be. May our imaginations conceive a world in 
which bitter poverty shall be done away, and preventable disease, and that injustice 
which destroys men and the faith of men, and that strife which leaves men weak. And 
then in faith and in patience may we labor for its realization.28 
 
Thus, Harkness’s work on prayer did not exist in a vacuum, but rather built on the foundations 
of the social gospel movement in conversation with other Protestant liberals exploring similar 
modern themes of prayer’s relevance in a changing theological and ethical landscape.  
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28 Quoted in Evans, 216. 
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Toward a Theology and Practice of Prayer 
 
The next place Harkness gave sustained attention to the subject of prayer was in her 
1937 The Recovery of Ideals. The basic argument of the book (as suggested by the title) was 
that the recovery of ideals—“an idea made dynamic by feeling” and a “regulated value-
judgment”29—was necessary for the living of the true Christian life, for “[i]t is through ideals 
that we discover direction and power both to resist temptation and to overcome limitation” in 
both our individual and social lives.30 After outlining her basic argument, Harkness turned to 
the indispensable practice of prayer, which she argued was “the most vital element in the 
generation of creative idealism.”31 In line with her theology of prayer described in Conflicts in 
Religious Thought, Harkness did not believe that prayer would magically instill ideals that 
were not previously present but rather “clear obstacles away to straight thinking” and “enable 
one to choose between competing emotions and to act with power upon those chosen as 
worthy.”32 Through the process of prayer, ideals are “clarif[ied] and motivate[d]” so that the 
one who prays can discern them rightly and be empowered to live in their light. This basic 
argument has obvious implications for the connection between prayer and the living out of a 
specifically Christian ethic that will be explored in greater detail in a subsequent chapter.  
                                               
29 Georgia Harkness, Recovery of Ideals (New York: Scribner, 1937), 48. 
 
30 Ibid., 46. 
 
31 Ibid., 73. 
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While covering much of the same ground, Harkness built on the practicalities of 
prayer in her fourth chapter of Religious Living published in the same year. She reaffirmed 
that prayer should be centered on God, integrally connected to social action, and combine 
active intercession and passive reception. In addition, she noted that prayer should be a natural 
outflow of the person who prays, whether that was through “the great prayers used by the 
Church through for centuries” or the extempore prayers spontaneously composed.33 Ever the 
liberal theologian, Harkness also suggested that prayer should be “intellectually sincere,” not 
so that it became a theological exercise in which the petitioner needed to formulate a cogent 
idea of God while praying, but that one must believe there is a God who can hear and respond 
to his or her petitions and intercessions if his or her prayers are to be intellectually and 
theologically coherent.34 Finally, in a theme repeated throughout her work on prayer, she 
argued that prayer must be unhurried, with specific times set aside to practice it and sufficient 
time for it to become more than mindless repetition.35 
                                               
33 Georgia Harkness, Religious Living (New York: Association Press, 1937), 49. 
 
34 Ibid., 50. Throughout Harkness’s career, she asserted that one of the biggest obstacles to 
prayer was a poor theological foundation that eventually crumbled under the weight of the 
modern world. As she argued in a later article, “Many people can no longer pray because to 
them a personal God means an old man with a beard (visually pictured as a mixture of Moses, 
Santa Claus and Father Time), and this God of their childhood has evaporated with nothing in 
its place but an impersonal principle. By others prayer has been abandoned because a too 
literal faith that ‘with God all things are possible’ has ended in frustration and bitterness” 
(“Theology and the Layman,” The Christian Century 63 no. 2 [January 9, 1946], series 10, 
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Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 42). 
 
35 Harkness, Religious Living, 49. As she notes in a later article, “The most effective, life-
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(“Religion in the Home,” Journal of Home Economics [September 1945], series 10, box 11, 
folder 114, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
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Harkness’s next major reflection on prayer came in her 1945 The Dark Night of the 
Soul, which, as mentioned previously, arose out of her own experience of physical chronic 
pain and spiritual depression. First, she took on the theological and pastoral problem of 
unanswered prayer, which she noted was “one of the most common characteristics of the dark 
night, and one of the most poignant sources of misery.”36 Her basic answer to this difficult 
question was the simple assertion that prayer can do much to help ameliorate the symptoms of 
the dark night, but “it cannot do everything.”37 Prayer could not be a replacement for 
necessary professional help, nor would it solve the sources of many “persistent social sores as 
race and class antagonisms, poverty, drudgery, unemployment, vocational maladjustments, 
and domestic tensions.”38 This was part of the work of humanity, which was why prayer must 
always be combined with social action. The fact of prayer’s inherent limitations was 
exemplified in the prayer of Jesus in the garden, for Jesus’ own prayer for deliverance began, 
“My Father, if it be possible.”39  If the Christian is to live in a world of order in which all 
people are given free will, unanswered prayers will be part and parcel of such a world. 
In advising people how to pray during their dark night, Harkness gave similar advice 
to that previously mentioned, even using her section on prayer from Religious Living as an 
appendix entitled “How to Pray.”40 Yet perhaps because those experiencing spiritual 
                                               
36 Georgia Harkness, The Dark Night of the Soul (New York: Abingdon, 1945), 77. 
 
37 Ibid., 79. 
 
38 Ibid., 77-79. 
 
39 Ibid., 79. 
 
40 Ibid., 189-192; and Harkness, Religious Living, 48-52. 
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depression would find active intercession difficult, Harkness tended to focus on the passive 
reception that marks the more mystical side of prayer. To do so, she lifted up the model of 
Brother Lawrence’s Practice of the Presence of God.41 Out of this spiritual classic, she drew 
four lessons that Brother Lawrence teaches about practicing the presence of the Divine: 1) 
“He let his ends determine his procedure”; 2) “He made his set times or prayer continuous 
with his devotion”; 3) “He understood the limits of human nature, including his own”; and 4) 
“He found enough to do for others to keep him from self-concern.”42 In this way, he trained 
himself to find God present not only in times of devotion but also in the mundane chores of 
his daily life. Indeed, the witness of Brother Lawrence’s Practice of the Presence of God 
became so influential in Harkness’s own understanding of prayer that she used the title of the 
book as another definition of prayer (alongside the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s) in two 
of her final articles on prayer during the last years of her life: “What Prayer Means” (1973) 
and “What Can Prayer Mean to Me?” (1974).43 As Harkness asserted later in The Dark Night, 
to find meaning in faith requires “more serious attention to the inner life of devotion than we 
commonly give in our hurried lives. Many Christians, even Christian leaders, have yet to learn 
to pray in anything beyond the most surface fashion. It takes discipline to maintain a regular 
                                               
41 Brother Lawrence was a seventeenth-century Carmelite monk whose writings described 
how he practiced finding the presence of God in all things, even in such mundane activities as 
washing dishes. 
 
42 Harkness, The Dark Night of the Soul, 162-66. 
 
43 Georgia Harkness, “What Prayers Means,” Accent on Youth (1973), series 10, box 12, 
folder 212, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
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time and place for prayer; it takes dedicated willingness to be able, as did Brother Lawrence, 
to respond at all times and places to God’s ‘inward drawings.’”44 Harkness here presents a 
mystical prayer that trains people to be receptive to God’s presence that is at work throughout 
their day and world, training their eyes to see God even in the darkest of nights. 
As has been demonstrated up to this point, Harkness’s work on prayer moved from the 
more abstract and philosophical to the concrete and theological. Harkness’s subsequent 
book—Understanding the Christian Faith (1947)—continued this trend in several important 
ways. It was the first book in which Harkness used the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s 
definition of prayer, which was to become her standard working definition: “Prayer is an 
offering up of our desires unto God, for all things agreeable to His will.”45 This definition 
acknowledged the human side of prayer (“offering up our desires”), but more importantly 
reminded the Christian that prayer is centered on God and God’s will. This second part of the 
definition fit well with Harkness’s previous assertions of prayer’s natural limitations. As 
Harkness argued, “The essence of all true prayer is, ‘Not my will, but thine, be done.’”46 It 
was also the first of many times that Harkness enumerated eight steps, or moods, of prayer: 1) 
adoration and praise; 2) thanksgiving; 3) confession; 4) petition; 5) intercession; 6) dedication 
or commitment; 7) assurance; and 8) ascription.47 Finally, in her ongoing struggle to explain 
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45 Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1947), 122. 
 
46 Ibid. 
 
47 Because these steps will be covered in greater detail in the discussion of Prayer and the 
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how God does answer prayer within the bounds of free will in an ordered universe, Harkness 
gave her most cogent answer yet: 
If God’s relation to the world and to us is personal, there must also be special 
answers to prayer. If the world is one of order, not of caprice or mechanical 
indifference, such answers will come through the orderly processes God has 
established, not in violation of them. We cannot, therefore, expect that every prayer for 
particular happenings—however sincerely uttered—will be answered as we desire. 
Some sick persons prayed for will die; some beloved sons caught in the toils of war 
will be killed. This is what death and war mean. To suppose that by prayer alone such 
events can surely be averted is to try to force God to do our bidding, and thus to resort 
to magic instead of prayer. Nevertheless, we do not live in a closed system within 
which everything is inevitably determined. Our lives are permeated with purpose, and 
every moment events that otherwise would not happen take place because of human 
purposes. For example, I write these words and you read them in response to purpose 
within a world of order. If with our limited human powers we are able to make things 
happen in a world of order without violating any natural laws, it is folly to suppose 
that God cannot!48 
 
God thus works within the bounds of the universe God created to answer prayer, and even 
when they go unanswered, “there is a great ground of certainty to stand upon. No prayer that 
seeks in humility and trust to find God’s power and providence for our lives is futile.”49 
All of Harkness’s writings on prayer up to that point coalesced the next year in her 
Prayer and the Common Life (1948). Because it is her only book-length treatment completely 
devoted to prayer and serves as the foundation for all her subsequent writings on the topic, it 
deserves a more detailed examination of her basic arguments. In the introduction and first 
chapter, Harkness rehearsed the necessity of prayer and the theological groundings for it. In a 
sentiment that she would repeat (sometimes almost verbatim) in later writings, she began by 
arguing in the first sentence of the introduction, “Of all the things the world now desperately 
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needs, none is more needed than an upsurge of vital, God-centered, intelligently grounded 
prayer.”50 Even as she noted the obvious social concerns of poverty, hunger, racism, etc., 
Harkness revisited her previous argument that without the spiritual resources of prayer, social 
action would tend to be “limited” and “misdirected by self-interest.”51 Her introduction was 
thus concerned with reiterating her basic point that social action must be directed and fueled 
by the life of prayer. She then turned in the first chapter to covering her familiar theological 
grounds for prayer, giving the Westminster Shorter Catechism’s definition of prayer and again 
distinguishing prayer from worship.  
Harkness also argued that a person’s anthropological assumptions about humanity and 
theological assumptions about God inform his or her basic understanding of prayer. The two 
key anthropological points Harkness made as related to prayer were that humanity was “both 
free and bound” and “both an individual and a member of society.”52 Harkness used the 
paradox of humanity’s simultaneous freedom and boundedness to argue that prayer is a way 
in which a person takes part in, and is responsible for, her spiritual destiny (free) but always 
within the limits of her world and particular humanity (bound). And while most would not 
question humanity’s individuality (especially in the United States), Harkness further indicated 
that prayer is simultaneously communal, connecting people both to the earthly and heavenly 
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51 Ibid., 14.  
 
52 Ibid., 33, 35. Harkness added three more seeming paradoxes to humanity’s traits: “Man is 
both nature and spirit”; “Man is both sinner and created in the divine image”; and “Man is 
made both for this world and for another” (31). These three are less important to her specific 
anthropology and theology of prayer.  
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saints. She thus concluded, “Prayer ought to make us better and more useful members of the 
earthly society through the recognition of this wider context with God at its center.”53  
Theologically, Harkness again affirmed the necessity of a personal God for the logical 
practice of prayer that “presupposes communication and response.”54 She further affirmed that 
God is both “all-wise and ever-present Creator and Ruler” who “loves and cares for his human 
children” and has a “good purpose and destiny for our lives.”55 This claim both affirms that 
God wants the best for the humanity God so loves, but also that God is present and powerful 
in working these good purposes out. It was only after elucidating these basic anthropological 
and theological assumptions that Harkness could claim, “[I]t is evident that not only is prayer 
reasonable, but that through it the central structures of life are fashioned.”56 
Having reasoned through why one should pray, Harkness spent the next four chapters 
expounding on the eight “moods” or movements of prayer: adoration and praise, 
thanksgiving, confession, petition, intercession, commitment, assurance, and ascription, which 
she argued serve as a “natural sequence.”57 Through adoration and praise, humanity glorifies 
God for who God is, and they are given resources from the rich storehouse of psalms, ancient 
prayers from the church, and hymns, spirituals, and songs of the faith. In private prayer, 
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Harkness suggested starting with a simple biblical passage of praise, such as: “Bless the Lord, 
O my soul; / And all that is within me, bless his holy name.”58 In her undated article “The 
Fruits of Prayer,” Harkness called this form of prayer worship because it “asks nothing,” but 
“simply renders homage, adoration and praise to the God who is the source of our being and 
the final ground of our good.”59 Because this movement of adoration and praise displaces 
humanity as the focal center, it becomes the “surest route to self-integration and power…[for] 
the most disturbing emotions are those of self-centeredness—self-pity, anxiety, resentment, 
envy, frustration, undermining our society.”60 In a counterintuitive move, removing the self as 
the center of one’s life through adoration empowers the person to be his truest self. 
If adoration and praise is glorifying God for who God is, thanksgiving is that same 
spirit of glorification for what God has done. Whether using a time-honored prayer of 
thanksgiving from church tradition or specific prayers, a person through prayers of 
thanksgiving is called to “Count your many blessings, name them one by one, / And it will 
surprise you what the Lord hath done.”61 Yet, after praising and thanking God, Harkness 
claimed that it was only natural to move into a spirit of confession. As she suggested, “Only a 
churlish and dull soul could contemplate the richness and beauty of God’s world, or the 
opportunities which in spite of minor frustrations surround us, without being prompted to ask, 
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‘Am I worthy of this?’ And the obvious answer is, ‘I am not.’”62 While cautioning the 
individual to avoid the extremes of either a mechanical and spiritless listing of sins or the 
overscrupulosity that seeks out sins where there are none, confession for the individual 
requires “honest, rigorous self-examination with the stripping off of rationalizations and 
alibis.”63 Such self-examination uncovers not only the obvious sins, but also the “subtler 
forms” of sins such as “self-righteousness,” “self-seeking,” and “complacency before the 
suffering of the world.64 After confession, the one who prays must be assured of the mercy 
and grace of God and be aware of her penchant toward sin that she might avoid its path as she 
moves forward into God’s future. 
With their distorted vision corrected (at least partially), Christians can better ask for 
what they need and desire from God through petition. Harkness offered five paradigmatic 
prayers of petition: “for a sense of God’s presence, for spiritual and moral help, for material 
goods, for changes in external events, and for the recovery of health.”65 It is clear from 
Harkness’s exposition that these prayers were listed in order of relative importance, beginning 
with God’s presence and humanity’s need for moral help and then descending to material 
goods, events, and health. Harkness did not believe that the last three were unimportant, but 
when a person is assured of God’s presence and help she avoids her prayers for physical and 
material needs devolving into “‘gimme’ prayers.”66 Harkness again cautioned the reader from 
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expecting too much from prayers of petition (e.g., a miraculous event that goes against the 
laws of nature) or too little (e.g., assuming that God cannot change circumstances or events 
within an ordered universe).67 
Intercession then naturally moves from prayer for oneself to prayer for others. Yet, 
here the question of the efficacy of prayer is even more pronounced since the object of the 
prayer moves outside of the self. Harkness agreed that there are limitations to such prayers, 
but noted that such prayers can move the person who prays to act for the good of the person 
they pray for, can offer comfort for the person if he or she knows prayer is offered for them, 
and even can effect the “release of [God’s] Spirit and healing, creative forces within a law-
abiding world” limited by the freedom of the person prayed for.68 Because intercession “must 
never become a substitute for action,” it moves the one who prays to commitment to give 
oneself over to both “God’s service as well as to God’s keeping,” not once, but a “continued 
rededication as we catch new visions of duty and of God’s limitless power.”69 
The final two movements of prayer are assurance and ascription. At its most basic, 
assurance is the faith and trust that, whatever the limits of prayer, Christians can believe that 
the God who created this good world is present at all times and places, cares about them, 
knows what they need, and ultimately will have the victory.70 Moreover, throughout the 
                                               
67 Ibid., 66-73. 
 
68 Ibid., 77-80. 
 
69 Ibid., 81, 83. 
 
70 Ibid., 88. This was a summation of Harkness’s basic grounds for assurance in the Christian 
faith. As she confessed: 
 “It is the Christian faith that— 
 God is present in his world. 
 God cares about us and desire to help us. 
 
 
64 
Christian tradition the faithful have ended their prayer with the ascription, “through Jesus 
Christ our Lord.” Harkness claimed that far from an incantation, “[t]o pray in Christ’s name is 
to pray in Christ’s spirit.”71 It calls those who pray to become more Christ-like in their 
attitudes and prayers, not driven by “petty spite” or “vindictive desire,” but in the spirit of 
Christ as portrayed in the Sermon on the Mount and the Lord’s Prayer.72 Finally, prayer ends 
with the common “Amen,” again not a mindless and routine ending, but a “so be it,” a “Let it 
rest in the hands of God,” in whose hands one can trust his deepest longings, needs, and 
desires.73 
The second part of the book moved from the theological and anthropological 
foundations of prayer to specific methods of devotional prayer. Before explaining how to 
pray, Harkness explored the common hindrances to prayer: “personal attitudes” of prayer’s 
futility, one’s own self-sufficiency, or impatience; an inopportune “social environment” that 
does not allow for the necessary solitude or intimate gathering of friends; and “nervous 
tension and spiritual dryness” in which one holds on to the promises of God, assured that 
“even in the deepest spiritual darkness, God is with [us] in the dark.”74  
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With these barriers cleared away (or at least addressed), Harkness transitioned to 
describing practical methods for prayer. Just as John Calvin once noted in regard to 
communion, Harkness confessed that prayer was better experienced than explained. Yet, she 
argued that there were at least a few basic principles that could help Christians begin the 
journey of deepening their prayer life. She first claimed that it was crucial to have both fixed 
times and places to pray. The former allows a person to carve out a geographic location in her 
house that serves as a center from which she learn to pray in all places. Similarly, certain 
times of the day should be set apart for prayer: in the morning to turn one’s first waking 
moments toward God; before retiring to thank God for the day, confess sin, and rest in God’s 
mercy; before meals in gratitude for provision and in a generous spirit for those who 
experience hunger. These practices then open one up to “pray without ceasing,” not in 
constant and conscious communication with God, but in “a state of receptivity toward God.75 
Fixed times and places for prayer thus habituate a spirit of receptivity and prayer in all times 
and places. 
In addition to these shorter times of prayer, Harkness argued for an extended time of 
devotion that is “a period of regular, unhurried communion with God, planned for and not left 
to the mercy of circumstances.”76 In what has become common Harkness form, she listed four 
steps that can help structure these devotional times. First is an opening period of relaxation in 
which both body and mind are released of tension and various anxieties so that both can be 
focused on God. After the body and mind are relaxed, they are turned toward God in 
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meditation. Harkness does not mean a type of mind-emptying ritual as found in transcendental 
meditation or even centering prayer; rather the mind meditates on “God and his great 
goodness, his never-failing care, our place in his Kingdom, what he requires of us.”77 Such 
meditation should naturally include devotional reading of the Bible as well as other specific 
devotional aids such as The Upper Room and the Methodist Book of Worship for Church and 
Home.78 After meditating on God and God’s word, the third step of private devotions is self-
examination in which we “take stock of our acts and intentions, recognize shortcomings, form 
new resolves, make new commitments of the self to God.”79 Finally comes prayer, using 
either the eight-fold pattern suggested earlier or any sequence a person may find helpful in 
order to bring one’s needs and desires before God in a posture and language that allows for 
receptivity to God’s presence and brings reverence to God.80 When one’s mind wanders (as it 
no doubt will), Harkness suggests trying to find the source of the wandering (e.g., is one too 
exhausted to pray well?) and incorporate even the wanderings into the warp and woof of 
prayer.81 Her final chapter in methods of prayer examined the practice of congregational 
worship. However, this section will be addressed under the topic of corporate worship. 
The final section’s chapters can be examined together since they all dealt with the 
positive fruits of prayer in an individual’s life. In general, Harkness’s argument suggested that 
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prayer could help the individual overcome the negative emotions of frustration, fear, 
loneliness, and/or grief sometimes by helping ameliorate the effects, illuminating the causes 
that can be changed, or simply learning how to accept the situations in life that are causing the 
pain that cannot be changed.82 Rather than seeing such positive effects as “merely” 
psychological, Harkness argued—like a true liberal theologian seeking an overarching and 
cohesive worldview—that while psychology can never take the place of prayer or fully 
explain it, “anything that can be learned from psychology ought to be gratefully welcomed. 
Since this is one world, anything that is true in psychology must also be true in theology and 
religion.”83 Further, she discussed how prayer can help Christians discern between the proper 
sense of guilt for sins they have committed and the “acute forms of self-excoriation” that 
plagues many with over-active consciences.84 Yet, in her article “The Fruits of Prayer,” 
Harkness made clear that prayer is not simply an opiate to make the person praying feel 
better; it is fundamental to living the Christian life: “[W]ithout Christian prayer there is no 
vital Christianity…[for] [h]owever great the necessity of true belief, right living and Christian 
fellowship, theology turns academic, morality lacks perspective and drive, the church 
becomes a perfunctory man-centered institution, unless these enterprises are fed through 
prayer from the ever-recreating spring of Divine Life.”85 
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The final chapter of the book—“Prayer and the Peace of the World”—examined the 
issue of world peace and asks what role prayer could possibly play in such an overarching 
ethical problem.86 While these final chapters (save the last) do not give much new substance 
to an understanding of Harkness’s theology or practice of prayer, they demonstrated 
Harkness’s pastoral approach that was taken up in all of her later theological endeavors. To 
learn how to pray should be more than a religious responsibility that is dutifully and rapidly 
engaged in because God commands it, but it should ultimately lead the one who prays to 
healthier inter- and intrapersonal relationships. 
It is important to note that almost twenty years after her first writing on prayer in 
Conflicts in Religious Thought, Harkness’s method and focus had significantly evolved. Far 
from her initial reluctance to examine prayer, most of her major works in the 1940s explicitly 
addressed prayer as central to the Christian life that combined worship and service in 
discipleship to Christ. And while much of her philosophical and theological assumptions 
remained unchanged (e.g., the necessity of a personal God, immanent deism, etc.), their 
discussion largely receded to the background as they become the unseen foundations for her 
more practical explorations of the life of prayer. In keeping with her job at Garrett, her work 
on prayer became an applied theology written for the average layperson that gave a 
theological undergirding to make prayer possible for modern Christians and offered hands-on 
advice for strengthening their prayer life for the good of themselves and the world.  
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Prayer as Christian Discipline 
 
After the publication of Prayer and the Common Life, in 1948, much of what Harkness 
wrote about prayer was explicit summaries of her arguments therein with a few added points 
especially relevant to the thesis of the books in which they appear. A telling example of this 
phenomenon is found in her 1952 The Modern Rival of the Christian Faith. In it, she 
contended that the most dangerous rival to the Christian faith was the growing trend of 
secularism that could only be combatted by a robust Christian faith. As might be expected, 
Harkness argued that prayer (and corporate worship as well) was a key part of shoring up the 
Christian faith against the attacks of secularism. Much of her argument was not new: the 
Westminster Shorter Catechism’s definition of prayer, the eight steps of prayer, the necessity 
of a personal God, and the necessary connection between prayer and action are all major parts 
of her exposition. Yet because her target was set on the dangers of a growing global 
secularism (particularly witnessed in the Soviet Union), she emphasized the global nature of 
prayer as well as the call of Christ to pray for enemies. 
To underscore prayer’s global scope, Harkness first sought to demonstrate all of 
humanity’s connection to one another. Using the familiar language of “Our Father” from the 
Lord’s Prayer, she argued that if indeed the church prays to “our Father,” all people are 
necessarily God’s children and bound together as common kin. As she noted in an article a 
few years prior, the term “our Father” was important just as much for what it does not mean: 
“not my Father, or your Father, or the Father of Americans, or the Father of citizens of the 
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United Nations, or the Father of white persons, but our Father.”87 If the common kinship of all 
humanity could be questioned on the basis of humanity’s worship of many gods, there could 
be no questioning the global nature of the Church of Jesus Christ: 
On every Sabbath millions of people upon the earth are praying to one God, the Father 
of us all. There are persons assembled in ornate churches, in thatch-roofed chapels, in 
mud-walled structures, doubtless in some places under the open sky, and there are 
others praying in their homes. Some are praying who were but lately in concentration 
camps because they would not bow the knee to Baal. Some are praying who are still in 
hunger, need, and want. Some are praying in lands which lie under the shadow of 
tyranny, dictatorship, and war. Some are praying from beds of sickness and others in 
health and comfort and relative security. In this great company there are black and 
brown and yellow and white-skinned Christians, and prayers are uttered in more than a 
thousand languages, in the many dialects into which the Christian faith has been taken 
and within which the Bible has been made available. Around the world we pray to One 
who “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the 
earth.”88 
 
As will be discussed in Chapter Five, this places radical ethical demands on the Christian who 
prays it.89  
Further, as she so often modeled in her own prayers, Harkness implored the reader to 
take seriously Christ’s call to love and pray for their enemies, which she argued is not an 
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idealistic flight of fancy but “sound Christian realism” (a nod to Niebuhr90) that was at the 
root of the church’s story in Paul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus. “It is of 
course inevitable that such a proposal should be scoffed at by those who put more trust in 
atomic bombs than in prayer, but history has more than once decided issues on the side of the 
invisible forces of the spirit.”91 Harkness thus saw prayer as a powerful means of breaking 
down the barriers that separated the global community and combatting the rising tides of 
secularism that so often thrived in these very places of tension.  
In her next several books, Harkness continued to repeat the themes first solidified in 
Prayer and the Common Life. In Providence of God (1960), she rehearsed her general 
arguments for the efficacy of petitions and intercessions, even as she continued frankly to 
acknowledge their limitations. If anything, Harkness seemed increasingly open to the 
possibility that prayer, even apart from corresponding action, could effect change: “[Prayer] 
clearly opens blocked channels in me; may it not also be used by Him to open channels of 
grace into another’s life?…There is no final barrier to the belief that when we pray, God uses 
not only our direct service but our prayers in helpfulness to others.”92 In Beliefs That Count 
(1961), Harkness summarized her previously examined thoughts on prayer in a section of the 
chapter “We Believe in Christian Experience.”93 In the following year’s The Church and the 
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Laity, she argued that in addition to corporate worship, the health of the church and its 
members relied at least partially on the devotional life of prayer as individuals or small groups 
because, in the case of the latter, they “have in them a great potential for sweeping away both 
social and ecclesiastical distinctions and uniting laity and clergy in a common quest for 
God.”94 In Fellowship of the Holy Spirit (1966), she contended that prayer was one of the 
places in which the Holy Spirit communicates to the human spirit.95 While each of these 
examples provides very few new insights from Harkness, it demonstrates how integrated 
prayer was to every other part of her theological thought: the broad theological implications of 
religious experience (Providence of God and Beliefs that Count), ecclesiology (The Church 
and Its Laity), and pneumatology (The Fellowship of the Holy Spirit). 
 The next major study of prayer came the following year in her study The Disciplines 
of the Christian Life (1967). She started with a spiritual discipline inventory of sorts in which 
she asked the reader blunt questions about commitments to the church, family, job, 
community (including social justice), and larger society. Yet, before any of these, she asked 
direct questions about the devotional life of the individual, querying: 
1. Do you have a definite time of prayer each day? If not, why not? 
2. Do you read a passage in the Bible every day? If not, why not? 
3. Do you say grace at meals? If not, why not? 
4.   What does Christ mean to you?96 
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By taking inventory, Harkness contended that the Christian life must be lived out in all 
aspects of daily life, beginning with personal prayer and devotion.97 
Two chapters were devoted to prayer in Disciplines of the Christian Life. One covered 
very little new ground, but retraced the definition, shape, and mechanics of the individual life 
of prayer.98 However, between this summarizing chapter and a chapter on worship (to be 
covered below), she included an additional chapter elucidating “common obstacles” both to 
public and private prayer. The first obstacle Harkness saw for prayer was insecure theological 
foundations, specifically an impersonal god or force that can be worshipped, but can neither 
hear nor respond to an individual’s prayer. Second, as distinguished from necessary form, 
formalism squelched the prayer life by reducing prayer to a repetitive ritual that becomes the 
end rather than the means of prayer.99 Closely related to the first theological obstacle, childish 
and infantile concepts of both prayer and God (e.g., the old white-bearded man seated in the 
heavens) negatively affected both the theological foundations as well as the practical 
implications of prayer. The fourth obstacle was humanity’s natural propensity toward self-
centeredness. While prayer will naturally include supplication for the one who prays, 
Harkness noted that mature prayer should be a “bringing together of awareness of personal 
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and social need with a sense of the greatness of God’s power and its availability for our 
support.”100 Fifth, as stated clearly and forcefully throughout Harkness’s theological reflection 
on prayer, if prayer was the means by which a person evaded his or her responsibility for 
personal and social action, it was not Christian prayer. With her usual succinct boldness she 
claimed, “It is scarcely defensible to pray for the poor and do nothing toward elimination of 
the causes of poverty; to pray for peace and go on supporting war.”101 The final obstacle 
Harkness outlined was defeatism that sees no possible beneficial outcome to prayer.  
In her final books, Harkness persisted in exploring the Christian discipline of prayer, 
even if covering little new ground. Her 1969 Stability Amid Change devoted another 
chapter—“Prayer and Twentieth-Century Man”—to it, and while she rehearsed the same 
theological arguments and eight-step pattern for prayer, the increasing hostilities in Vietnam 
become the backdrop to demonstrate the absolute necessity of prayer and to draw stark 
examples of prayer’s limitations and potential efficacy.102 A few years afterward in her study 
Mysticism (1973), she gave an historical overview of Christian mysticism from its 
philosophical and biblical roots through such church luminaries as Bernard of Clairvaux, 
Francis of Assisi, Meister Eckhart, and Charles Wesley to the (then) present-day mysticism 
represented by Toyohiko Kagawa, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, and Dag Hammarskjöld. While 
not focusing on prayer per se, she argued that true Christian mysticism involves a “personal 
encounter of the individual with his God”103 consisting not in union with the divine (the 
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overreach of pantheism) but communion with God, achieved through both a positive 
awareness of God’s presence (kataphatic) as well as a negative awareness of God’s absence 
(apophatic).104 Needless to say, Harkness believed the mystical life was necessarily conjoined 
to the life of action, which can be demonstrated in part by the examples she used (e.g., Francis 
of Assisi, Hammarskjöld). In the final book Harkness completed before her death in 1974, 
Understanding the Kingdom of God, she ended where she began, clarifying that to pray 
boldly, “Thy kingdom come,” during the Lord’s Prayer required working toward the goals of 
that peaceable and just kingdom with the “expectancy that these legacies will be carried 
forward in a greater doing of God’s will on earth.”105 On the cusp of her own death and 
entrance into the communion of saints, Harkness could end with the fittingly bold declaration: 
“‘No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.’ If we 
believe this, we can believe in the kingdom of God as both present and future; we can work 
for it as we wait for it; and we can know that our times and our lives are in God’s hands.”106 
 
Summary on Prayer 
 
In concluding this section on Harkness’s various studies on prayer, it is perhaps most 
helpful to summarize her thought by marking the threads of continuity and change throughout 
her theology and practical application of prayer. First, while her personalism evolved from the 
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more structured Boston Personalism of her mentor Edgar Brightman (as will be covered in 
Chapter Four), the personality of God as expressed in her philosophical framework of 
immanent deism was absolutely foundational to her theological understanding of prayer. For 
prayer to be in any way philosophically, theologically, or personally coherent, Harkness 
believed there must be a personal (not anthropomorphized107) God who can hear and respond 
to the prayers of God’s people. Correlatively, her immanent deist position consistently 
portrayed a God who works through, not over and against, natural laws to work as God 
intends and answer prayer. While she never quite ruled out the possibility of miracles (no 
doubt as a result of her own experience of the miraculous in her college years), she regarded 
them as miracles within God’s natural order. Because of God’s self-limiting commitment to 
human freedom that required an ordered universe, there had to be corresponding limits to the 
possibility of prayer.  
The second, and possibly most important, consistency that Harkness shared with other 
Protestant liberal thinkers of the day was the indispensable link between prayer and social 
action. As she stated and re-stated down through the decades, prayer without action was a 
blasphemous shirking of the responsibility of the Christian life. Indeed, prayer that did not 
lead to transformation of the self and society could hardly be called Christian prayer. Yet, she 
was just as clear that social action without prayer leads to misguided actions fueled by 
untransformed selfish desires and ambitions. Prayer gives the inner resources that purify and 
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guide one’s motives and empower the work of social change. Transformed societies must 
begin with transformed people.108 
Third, prayer normatively and primarily changes the one who prays rather than 
external people or events. Throughout Harkness’s work, she is on firmest ground when she 
speaks of the effect prayer has on the one who prays: it transforms the one who prays more 
into the likeness of the God they pray to; it enacts the introspection that leads to confession; it 
removes barriers between them and God; it clarifies the ideals of Christian discipleship; it 
restores a vision of what a just and peaceful society can look like; and it gives the inner 
resources that empower one to begin working for that society in word and deed. If 
transformed societies begin with transformed people, transformed people begin with prayer. 
Even when discussing the efficacy of intercessory prayer, Harkness almost always first 
addressed the way in which praying for others naturally led the one who prays to act on behalf 
of the other uplifted in prayer. When she moves beyond how prayer impacts people and 
events for which one prays, Harkness’s statements become much more qualified. She still 
believed that prayer can and does change people and events, but since her theological 
assumptions required a God who works within the natural laws of the universe, this change 
occurs in a less direct, or at least much less explainable, way. Thus, the primary locus of 
prayer’s effect is the one who prays. 
This leaves Harkness’s theology on the miraculous intervention of God somewhat 
ambiguous throughout her career. Perhaps because of the tension between her belief in a God 
who does not interfere with natural laws and a God who seemed miraculously to answer her 
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prayer as a college student on the verge of drowning, there is a similar tension in Harkness’s 
theology of prayer’s efficacy. Often this tension seems more like an oscillation between two 
positions than a healthy dialectic. If her philosophical theology of a God who does not 
interfere with the natural laws in answer to prayer is held consistently, it naturally shuts the 
door on certain kinds of miracles (e.g., regrowing limbs). Yet, Harkness seems unable or 
unwilling to shut that door completely, whether from a place of theological humility or 
personal ambiguity. This uncertainty is addressed by Harkness as she closed the chapter on 
prayer in her first book, commenting:  
It is difficult to steer a middle course between claiming too much for prayer and 
claiming too little. Our fathers probably claimed too much. But they never lost sight of 
one thing which in this day we bid fair to surrender—the sense of God’s over-arching 
care. There was a resonance about their faith that doubt has well-nigh banished. We 
would do well, with all the caution intellectual advance entails, to recover some of our 
father’s [sic] certainty.109 
 
Even if miracles are rarer in Harkness’s schema, by leaving the possibility of the miraculous 
open, it also leaves her open to charges of theological inconsistency from the left and the 
limitation of God on the right. Whether this is a healthy dialectic or logical fallacy will largely 
depend on the theological commitments of the reader. 
Fourth, while it would receive much more attention in her later examinations of 
prayer, from The Recovery of Ideals on, Harkness recognized the importance of prayer that 
was both active and passive. Like the systolic and diastolic movements of the beating heart, 
prayer required both the active work of thanksgiving, adoration, and intercession as well as 
the passive work of contemplation, meditation, and introspection. The one who prays is called 
to speak to God as well as listen for the still, small voice of God speaking. Just as Harkness’s 
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life combined the external work of the activist with the internal work of the mystic, so too her 
prayer combined the active and passive. Similarly, just as danger lurks when a life of activism 
is cut off from the prayer of the mystic, so too prayer becomes unbalanced when it is does not 
consist of both speaking and listening, intercession and contemplation. 
The most prominent changes in Harkness’s study of prayer were not seismic 
theological shifts but rather an evolving approach to understanding and explaining prayer.  
First, Harkness’s exploration of prayer became less philosophically grounded in academic 
tradition and more theologically grounded in ecclesial tradition. Perhaps this can best be 
demonstrated by her changing definitions of prayer. As noted earlier, her earliest definition of 
prayer found in Conflicts in Religious Thought asserted that “prayer is man’s attempt to 
become consciously aware of the presence of God…[for] [w]henever one tries in a vital, 
personal outreach of spirit to find God, he prays.”110 Her later normative definition was taken 
from the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “Prayer is an offering up of our desires unto God, 
for all things agreeable to His will.”111 Most basically, it is telling that her later definition was 
taken explicitly from the Reformed catechism, something that would no doubt have been 
unthinkable in her earlier philosophical works. Beyond that, her earlier definition put almost 
the entire onus of prayer on humanity: it is humanity who attempts, humanity who becomes 
“consciously aware,” humanity who tries to reach out and find God. This focus on human 
striving and God’s seeming passivity is an example of a fairly uncritical Protestant liberal 
understanding of Christianity in general and prayer specifically. While still acknowledging 
humanity’s role, Harkness’s later definition noted that a person does not strive toward God as 
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much as he offer up what he has to God, and it is God’s will that is both the means and end of 
humanity’s prayer. This “chastened liberal” approach to prayer thus continued to emphasize 
humanity’s active role while subsuming it under the primary activity of God and God’s will.  
Harkness’s growing commitment to the traditions of the church can be seen by 
examining the other sources she drew on as her career progressed.  For example, while she 
used a great deal of poetry in both Conflicts in Religious Thought and The Recovery of Ideals, 
she only quoted twice and four times (respectively) from hymn texts. In Prayer and the 
Christian Life, hymns became a much larger resource with ten citations that helped develop 
her argument. Similarly, the books written during her ongoing theological evolution included 
many more references to the prayer resources of the church, including the Book of Common 
Prayer, Book of Worship for Church and Home (the 1945 Methodist worship book), and 
Prayers Ancient and Modern.112 She also employed traditional liturgical material such as the 
Lord’s Prayer and the Apostles’ Creed to extrapolate theology and best practices of prayer 
(which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five). Finally, Harkness began to hold up 
the varied lives and practices of the saints from the Christian faith to serve as exemplars for 
Christians to follow in their prayer. 
Perhaps the most obvious shift in Harkness’s approach was from an abstract 
understanding of prayer to practical applications of prayer, reflecting a movement away from 
philosophy toward theology. In her earliest works—Conflicts in Religious Thought and The 
Recovery of Ideals—explanations on how to pray received almost no attention. Only The 
Recovery of Ideals gave the scantest of attention to the question of how to pray: “There are 
many ways to pray, but the prime necessity is to combine passivity with activity. To have too 
                                               
112 Mary W. Tileston, Prayers Ancient and Modern (New York: Doubleday, 1897). 
 
 
81 
much of either is to nullify its value…The objective side of our idealism needs a chance to 
operate within us, but the subjective side needs to be open to receive whatever of power or 
light may be given.”113 Even Harkness’s advice on how to pray seemed guided by the greater 
goal of recovering and shaping ideals for daily living, tending to make prayer instrumental 
rather than a good or end in and of itself. Prior to her mind-changing decade of the 1930s 
where worship and prayer moved to the forefront of her own life, and her role in the academy 
shifted from a religious philosopher to an applied theologian, her early studies on prayer were 
more concerned with making the philosophical and theological case for efficacious prayer 
than helping people engage in prayer.  
While she always grounded her later works on prayer on similar theological and 
philosophical foundations, she gave much more attention on how to pray. Paradigmatic of this 
evolution was Prayer and the Common Life, which began with theological “foundations of 
prayer,” yet even here the rationale had shifted. The theological and philosophical foundations 
she continued to explore were essential because they will shape one’s understanding of 
prayer’s purpose and execution (e.g., the necessity of a personal God). Further, while not 
listed under methods of prayer, the explanation of the eight different moods or steps of prayer 
was at least implicitly practical. As she noted, “The above [explanation of the eight moods of 
prayer] is not intended as any fixed pattern for prayer. Though it may prove suggestive either 
for one’s private praying or the formulation of pulpit prayers….[though] if any of these 
elements is habitually neglected in prayer, something vital drops out of it.”114 Finally, 
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Harkness gave over an entire section (64 pages) of the book over to “Methods of Prayer.”115 
The practical theology and application of prayer continued to be one of Harkness’s main 
concern for the rest of her career.  
As mentioned in the previous chapter, two essential factors in Harkness’s life can help 
explain this shift in Harkness’s method. First, as her own prayer and devotional life became 
more important to her (as she attested in The Christian Century “How My Mind Has 
Changed”116) and helped her get through her own “dark night of the soul,” her writings on 
prayer took on the potency of someone preaching what they practiced, now imparting the 
hard-won knowledge of someone who had experienced the struggles and fruits of prayer 
firsthand rather than learned from a theological or philosophical tract. Second, through a 
combination of both her unique gift set as well as the limitations placed upon her by her 
gender, Harkness’s theological career shifted her primary audience from fellow academicians 
to the average layperson in the church pew as she took on the role of an applied theologian. 
As such, the questions she explored were now examined through the lens of the laity who 
naturally tended to ask many more practical questions about prayer as opposed to abstract 
philosophical inquiries. This helps explain why her theological and philosophical views on 
prayer did not change as much as the means and method for exploring prayer did. This general 
pattern held true for her exploration of public worship as well. 
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Public Worship 
Much like prayer, there was a paucity of writing on public worship (which I shorthand 
to “worship” for the remainder of the chapter) in Harkness’s earliest books. In Conflicts in 
Religious Thought (1929), worship received even less attention than prayer, and was 
described mainly as a prime part of the broader religious experience117 and normative to it.118 
Yet, Harkness did offer her first attempt at defining worship: “a reverent reaching out of the 
human individual to a more-than-human power, a seeking that in the very act of seeking is in 
some sense also a finding.”119 Similar to her earlier definitions of prayer, her first definition of 
worship tended markedly toward the anthropocentric. While she would later nuance her 
views, Harkness believed that, like prayer, religious worship necessitated a personal God. 
“Only a personal God can fulfill the demands of religious worship. Worship implies not only 
adoration, but trust and confidence. Men have not always explicitly worshipped personal 
gods, but wherever there has been worship there has been a feeling that in some way the 
object worshipped would respond—would impart values to the worshipper.”120 Finally, 
Harkness listed the “prayers of worship”—whether public or private—as the first of the “so 
obviously legitimate” prayers that sought “communion or fellowship.”121  
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An Evolving View of Worship 
 
Harkness’s first major exploration of worship came in The Resources of Religion 
(1936). In it, Harkness defined worship as one of the chief resources of religion, without 
which “one cannot be a religious person.”122 As she described later in the book, most people 
who left the Christian faith usually began by abandoning regular public worship. While one 
could argue whether church attendance or faith was lost first, Harkness was clear in her beliefs 
that “[t]o discover, or recover, the sense of religious certainty one must worship.”123 For the 
first time, Harkness defined worship using its etymology of “worth-ship,” “a realization both 
of one’s littleness before God and of one’s greatness as the human spirit communes with and 
is reënforced by the divine.”124 While humanity’s role was still paramount in Harkness’s latest 
definition, she arrived at a more nuanced view by noting the necessary ordering of humanity’s 
role: it was not “to bathe one’s own feelings in sweet-scented perfume” that the Christian 
worships, “but to feel and express the worth-ship of God.”125 As the Westminster Shorter 
Catechism noted by its essential ordering, the chief end of humanity was to first glorify God 
and then enjoy God forever. To reverse this order was, as Harkness observed from 
Archbishop William Temple, a “pernicious heresy.”126 
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For the first time, she also placed worship within the ecclesial realm, though not 
without criticism. She agreed that that the main role of the church should be “to promote 
corporate worship,” yet also admitted that “churches are not always any aid to worship.”127 
Holding back no punches, Harkness described the current malaise felt by many students 
toward the church’s worship: 
Ask almost any group of students what they think of the Church and they will tell you 
the sermons are dry, the forms stereotyped, the preacher addicted to “holy mouth” and 
the making of prayers so long as to tempt one to hold a stop-watch, the churches 
snarled up with machinery, obsessed with money-getting, afraid of socialism, 
hopelessly conservative and split with denominational quarrels when they ought to be 
making a better world.128 
 
In addition, when the central vocation of the church becomes anything other than 
“promot[ing] vitality in worship,” the Sunday gathering quickly devolves into “a circus, a 
political rally, a lecture course or a symphony concert.”129 
While these criticisms are not surprising from a Protestant liberal of the early twentieth 
century who found much in the life of the church suspect, Harkness’s next move showed her 
growing ecclesial commitments. She asserted that even in the midst of imperfect worship, it 
did not provide the Christian with an excuse to render worship irrelevant. Just as Jesus 
continued to worship privately and publicly in flawed institutions, so Christians were called to 
private and public worship in the church, an institution as indispensable to worship “as 
schools to education or hospitals to health.”130 A person who truly desires a religious life, 
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Harkness argued, “will naturally want to affiliate himself with the life of a worshipping 
group” and will remember that the lack of vitality experienced in the church could be their 
“fault quite as much as it is the shortcoming of the church!”131 Far from an “opportunity” 
offered for religious growth, Harkness considered worship an “imperative” part of the faith 
that the “Christian religion demands” that could be “disobeyed but only at the cost of the life 
of religion within us.”132 As such, the worshipper is called to go regularly to worship in a 
spirit of openness and engagement, knowing that no service of corporate worship is so badly 
conducted “that one cannot offer homage to God, and in turn get something from it, if he 
will.”133  
Finally, in describing positive developments in the church, Harkness pointed to the 
“more hopeful” state of much of Protestant worship that was growing in both “beauty and 
dignity” through a greater incorporation of ritual.134 In a telling passage for her own theology 
of worship, she argued, “When John Calvin put the sermon rather than the liturgy in the center 
of the church service, he unconsciously laid the foundations for centuries of moralizing and 
expounding from pulpits. This has not been waste [sic] effort, but it has many times centered 
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attention on the human message and its messenger rather than on the divine object of 
adoration.”135 “Sacramentalist churches,” on the other hand, tended to center the spiritual 
attention of the worshipper on God, but lacked the necessary commitment to social justice and 
the “redeeming of the social order.”136 Harkness took heart in what she witnessed as a 
“synthesis” of the two traditions, where each learned from the other and wedded the beauty 
and dignity of ritual with the fervor for mission. For Harkness, true worship was essentially 
marked by both “beauty and religious vitality.”137 
In the following year’s Religious Living (1937), Harkness began her study by pointing 
to the basic paradox of humanity’s worship of God: it revealed both a person’s smallness and 
greatness. “Worship occurs when you feel yourself in the presence of that Power upon which 
you and the universe depend. When you perceive, however simply, that you and this Power 
are together and you feel yourself both small and great before this presence, then you are 
worshipping. You become aware of its ‘worth-ship.’”138 As often was the case, Harkness 
found this paradoxical feeling best described in the language of poetry, in this case, 
Wordsworth: 
 I have felt 
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
Of elevated thoughts: a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
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Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
 
And the round ocean and the living air, 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man.139 
 
Worship left humanity neither groveling before an angry deity nor exalting in their own self-
worth, but located humanity’s goodness and worth in being created and sustained by the God 
of the universe. This was fundamental to Harkness’s synthetic liberal theology that always 
held together humanity’s essential goodness as image bearers of God with their brokenness 
through the corruption of sin. 
In a similar manner to her discussion of prayer in Religious Living, Harkness spent the 
majority of her discussion on worship enumerating principles for attending worship. Echoing 
her comments in The Resources of Religion, she first argued that the worshipper must combat 
a “fault-finding spirit” and come with openness to hear from God even in an imperfect 
service. Further, the worshipper needed to work to keep the mind away from the many 
distractions that attempted to pull attention from the worship service. Third, worshippers 
should participate fully in all congregational parts of the liturgy, whether it be singing hymns 
or responding in litanies or other responsive readings. “There is little enough opportunity in a 
church service for personal participation, but people often cut themselves off from what there 
is by passively looking on.”140 
Finally, Harkness advised that would-be worshippers should find a church that is “best 
suited to your temperament.”141 She categorized the many styles and traditions of worship 
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services into three types described by their most prominent quality: 1) services of silence, 
typified by Quakers, that tended toward the contemplative; 2) liturgical services, characterized 
by Roman Catholics and Anglican traditions, that “offer[ed] beauty and dignity” and blended 
“aesthetic with religious values”; and 3) sermon-centric services of most other Protestant 
groups that exhorted the congregation toward holy living.142 Yet, Harkness was quick to point 
out that church services are not boutique offerings that one attends to get particular desires or 
needs met. “The basic reason for attending church is that it offers you corporate worship of 
God in the name of Christ. Churches are not cinemas, soda-fountains, or concert halls, they 
are not to be judged by the amount of entertainment they provide. They are places for 
worship, for the nourishing of the good life, and for Christian fellowship.”143 Public worship 
was thus inextricably bound to the living of the religious life for the faithful Christian. 
While not addressing worship in her books for the next several years, Harkness 
continued to demonstrate her interest in both prayer and public worship in her 1943 article 
“The Art of Public Prayer” for The Pulpit. In it, she addressed what she saw as one of the 
most “neglected aspects of the life of the church”: the pulpit prayer.144 She argued first that 
the pulpit prayer required the same type of preparation and planning as the sermon, and when 
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it was attempted extemporaneously without the necessary preparation, it often resulted in a 
“disjointed and tedious string of pious phrases.”145 To help ameliorate this all-too-common 
problem, Harkness listed five “requirements” of effective public prayer. First, prayer should 
be “natural and vital”—avoiding both extremes of poetic excess or the dull recitation of a 
second sermon. Next, prayer must help all people “voice before God their common need,” 
whether they were rich or poor, joyful or sorrowful, saint or sinner. This required a pastor who 
could “project oneself into the lives of the people…to feel with them in their hopes and 
sorrows.” Third, prayer should have a “systematic structure,” and, not surprisingly, Harkness 
enumerated her now-familiar eight steps. Fourth, the language of prayer should be “simple 
and strong, dignified and timeless” which included eliminating unneeded words (especially 
adjectives), avoiding most words longer than three syllables, and employing language from 
the great hymns of the ages rather than contemporary poetry. While not quite fitting under this 
heading, Harkness also warned against addressing the congregation rather than God in the 
prayer. Finally, pulpit prayers should be relatively short. While John Wesley suggested eight 
to ten minutes, Harkness found four to five to be preferable, avoiding the “vain repetitions” 
that Jesus cautioned against.146 Similar to her theology in general, Harkness’s advice on 
improving public prayer was eminently practical, taking into account both the theological 
imperatives of prayer as well as the pastoral needs of the congregation.  
Harkness’s next discussion of public worship, though fairly brief, was found in The 
Dark Night of the Soul (1945). In her chapter on finding joy in mourning, she repeated many 
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of the arguments she had already made for how the individual, especially one experiencing a 
dark night, should approach worship: find the good even in the poorly executed service, 
actively engage in the liturgy, and discipline oneself to avoid distractions and focus on God. 
More importantly, it was the first major reference in her books to the importance of the 
sacraments in Christian worship and to the Christian life.  
The finding of joy for mourning…is basically a matter of laying hold upon the means 
of grace. Traditionally, the “means of grace” have been the sacraments of the Church. 
It is unfortunate, but true, that to great numbers of Protestants these sacraments now 
have little meaning and convey little power. This fact calls for more meaningful 
interpretation of the sacraments and for the use of other channels as effective means of 
grace.147 
 
At a period when Harkness had become more involved in private and public worship and the 
ecumenical movement, it was significant that she reclaimed the ecclesial means of grace as an 
essential part of the Christian life. 
Harkness continued her relatively brief exploration of the sacraments with a short 
discussion of the Lord’s Supper in her subsequent Understanding the Christian Faith (1947). 
In it, she connected the sacrament both to the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ. Through 
participating in the Lord’s Supper the Christian remembered “the whole great story of 
[Christ’s] suffering, death, and resurrection for our sakes.”148 While rejecting any substantive 
change in the elements, Harkness also rejected the elements as a “mere reminder” of Christ’s 
death and resurrection. Rather, through the breaking of bread and sharing of wine, “the drama 
of Christ’s death and the assurance of his loving presence are reenacted.”149 The bread and the 
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wine were thus symbols of the continued power of Christ’s salvific love enacted in his death 
and resurrection, and it was also possible to speak honestly about the real presence of Christ in 
communion for when we “go to the to the Lord’s table in the spirit of Christ [we]…find him 
there.”150 Finally, to call this meal “communion” asserted a horizontal element through which 
individuals in the congregation were brought into fellowship with their fellow worshippers in 
their local church, around the world, and throughout time.151 She elaborated on this communal 
nature of the Lord’s Supper in an undated speech entitled, “Let the Church Be the Church”:  
The word “communion,” in its derivation carries a deep, rich meaning. It comes from 
the Latin which means “to fortify together,” or “to strengthen by helping one another.” 
So it does, as we experience communion with the living Christ, with the long past, and 
with a fellowship of other Christians that extend from the local group to the 
communion of saints around the world and beyond this earthly scene.152  
 
Harkness’s theology of worship always took into account both the vertical and horizontal axes 
drawn between God and humanity and each worshipper to one another. 
While in Religious Living Harkness focused on the individual’s responsibility to 
engage in corporate worship at a local church, in Understanding the Christian Faith she 
reversed her vantage point and explored the church’s responsibility. First, worship was a basic 
component of her definition of the church: “a fellowship of persons united by a common 
loyalty to Christ and by a desire to worship and do the will of God as revealed in Christ.”153 In 
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elucidating this definition, she claimed that “the distinctive function of the Church is to help 
people worship God.”154 In an almost exact replication of her argument regarding the 
individual and prayer, Harkness argued that the church’s worship must be connected to its life 
of service to the world if either was to be successfully achieved: 
The Church has many other services to render—to promote religious education and 
growth of character, to comfort the sorrowing, to minister to the sick, to counsel those 
in need, to cultivate world friendship and understanding—in short, to make the power 
of God available for every human situation. But if it neglects its central task of leading 
the people in worship, it will lack the power to do much in these other fields. It is a 
mistake, on the one hand, to make worship in the church an emotional or aesthetic 
luxury unrelated to the hard requirements of Christian living; it is a mistake, on the 
other hand, to suppose that the Church can make the world better unless its people are 
brought through worship into a vital encounter with God.155 
 
In Harkness’s ecclesiology, worship empowered the external work of the church, and the 
external work validated and grounded the church’s worship; both were the sine qua non of the 
church. 
 
The Essential Nature of Congregational Worship 
 
Harkness’s most developed study on worship came the next year in her Prayer and the 
Common Life. In the chapter devoted to “congregational worship,” Harkness first elaborated 
seven general principles of public worship, arguing that it should be centered upon God, 
appropriate (which she defines as “appropriateness of form and diction, reverence and 
dignity”), unhurried, a dialogue combining alertness and receptivity, intellectually sincere, 
accompanied by service to God and the world, and integrated to the total life of faith in 
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God.156 If the list sounds vaguely familiar, the majority of the principles enumerated (save 
appropriateness) were also the principles she outlined for prayer. A chapter on public worship 
in this book on prayer is further evidence for the close connection Harkness drew between 
prayer and worship, both public and private. 
Yet, while acknowledging the similarities between private and public worship, she 
also noted several important distinctions that she expanded upon in order to help the 
individual “worship reverently and vitally.”157 First, and most obviously, public worship was 
done in company with other people, many of whom might be strangers united by common 
faith rather than common social status, race, or interests. “The only community which is 
world-wide in scope and has a perspective from which to transcend all barriers of nation, race, 
class, sex, language, custom, and culture is the Christian church.”158 Yet because the church 
was such a diverse group, worship must not be judged by the standards of a concert, a sporting 
event, or a movie, but only by the criterion of whether it led to true worship of God. Thus, 
Harkness repeated her advice that worshippers must avoid coming to church looking to 
critique worship by the same standards as they would these other social events. 
Next, Harkness distinguished between private and public worship by noting that the 
latter was “conducted by a leader and proceeds through regular forms,” whether these were 
the stately forms of Anglican worship or the spontaneous form of Pentecostals.159 Such forms 
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had the advantage of offering the worshipper time-tested and stable structures that allowed 
even a person with very little experience a way to enter in. Yet, forms could also lead to 
passivity on the part of the worshipper. As Harkness explained, “this reduction of outward 
demand on the worshiper increases his inner demand.”160 Because of this inherent danger, 
Harkness’s second requirement for the worshipper was that “the worshiper must center his 
mind upon God, and with alertness but receptivity, enter personally into all the acts of worship 
in the service.”161 Each element of the worship service—prayer, song, sermon, confession—
could and must be appropriated by the individual worshipper, no matter how poorly planned 
and executed the service might be. 
Third, public worship was unique in the beauty and symbolism offered through the 
architecture, furnishings, and vestments in the sanctuary. While such beauty could distract 
from worship if it became the end rather than the means that helps toward the purpose of 
worshipping God, at its best it offered “sense-bound” humans a worship environment that 
engaged the totality of the worshipper’s being and inspired them to devotion. “If worship is 
part of a total commitment of life to God in faith, not all of it can be expressed through words, 
and beauty may be an oblation to God as well as a medium of inspiration from him.”162 Thus, 
the call for the worshipper was to make sure that any aesthetic experience in worship was 
used as a means of “lift[ing] the soul closer to God and giv[ing] incentive for doing better the 
works of God.”163 
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Fourth and finally, worship offered the “opportunity for corporate vocal self-
expression” through song, responsive biblical readings, unison prayers, and other interactive 
responsive readings. Here Harkness emphasized the necessity of worshippers being active 
participants in all parts of the liturgy rather than passive onlookers. Such participation guarded 
against “mind wandering” and “preoccupation with one’s own problems” and centered the 
heart and mind on the task at hand.164 Yet, Harkness realized that the modern Christian’s 
desire to participate in all parts of the service often ran at cross purposes with the desire only 
to say those prayers or sing those songs that express one’s true beliefs rather than what one 
may view as silly superstitions or theological errors. Her first piece of advice was for those 
who plan worship to choose elements that were “true in words as well as spirit.” Yet, 
Harkness also was pastorally astute enough to understand the potential damage that could 
occur if huge swaths of traditional elements were eliminated: “When such time-honored 
materials of worship are entirely left out of the service in the interests of theological accuracy, 
the result is apt to be, not theological gain, but emotional loss. Hymns and creedal 
affirmations used through the centuries are the bearers not only of spiritual power but, rightly 
understood, of Christian truth.”165 Rather, these elements should be seen “not as 
unchallengeable articles of belief” but as simple “materials of worship” that were part of a 
living tradition to be both accepted in spirit and constantly revised by the individual and the 
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church in light of new insight. Again, Harkness demonstrated her synthetic theological 
sensibilities that took the theological challenges of modernity seriously without jettisoning the 
ecclesial tradition of the church’s liturgical life or forgetting the pastoral implications of such 
seismic changes to the liturgy. Perhaps there is no better job description for the 
applied/practical theologian. 
Finally, in a section that now seems downright quaint, Harkness addressed the 
potential of worship via radio broadcast. She first gave advice for those desiring to worship by 
radio including the necessity of approaching worship with a similarly “reverent mood” that 
eliminated other noise and distractions. One should choose a single program and avoid 
“twiddling the dial impatiently looking for something else.”166 Such programs could be of 
great benefit to shut-ins and others who could not make it to regular corporate worship. 
However, in a critique that is prescient for current discussions around television or internet 
churches, Harkness also demonstrated how radio worship is, in the end, an unacceptable 
substitute for corporate worship because it demanded so little of the worshipper: no need to 
prepare in body and spirit, no impetus to participate in the “corporate vocal self-expression” 
of the people of God in the liturgy, and no participation in the fuller fellowship of the church 
that, as the language of the Methodist rite of membership reminded its congregants, included 
“the obligation to give it support by their gifts, their service, their prayers, and their 
service.”167 Further, the worshipper excluded herself from community, Christian architecture 
and symbols, and all the other sensory parts of the liturgy beyond the auditory, which were the 
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“human, physical matters…which reach into the heart of living worship.”168 Thus, while radio 
worship could be an excellent supplement to regular worship, it should never be a regular 
replacement for bodily participation and presence in the Sunday service of a local church. 
Again, it is important to state that Harkness was not alone in this work, but represented 
one of many Protestant liberals working toward a theological and historical synthesis in the 
liturgy. Perhaps most famously, Harry Emerson Fosdick’s work at Riverside Church also 
epitomized the connection between the public and private, the historic and contemporary, the 
ethical and the aesthetic. From the raised pulpit of his sprawling neo-Gothic church, Fosdick 
preached a gospel of both social activism and personal faith, eschewing fundamentalism and 
modeling concern for the liturgical and aesthetic life of the church (if by nothing else 
demonstrated in his classic hymn text “God of Grace and God of Glory,” written for the 
dedication of Riverside). Similarly, Ernest Fremont Tittle used worship, particularly his 
preaching and pastoral prayers, as a means of pastoral care for his congregation.169 Harkness 
was thus part of a lineage of Protestant liberals who were seeking to understand and 
strengthen worship in the modern age. 
In The Gospel and the World (1949), Harkness gave a similar description of the 
purpose of worship,170 but spent the majority of her discussion explaining how Roman 
Catholic and fundamentalist/charismatic forms of worship were paradoxically similar and 
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what mainline Protestants might learn from them. Both Roman Catholics and conservative 
Protestants welcomed children much sooner into the service, while the more “sophisticated” 
the Protestant service was, the less likely children would be welcome.171 Further, while 
Catholic and fundamentalist services appeared to be polar opposites in terms of style, “in both 
there are strong sensuous appeals, expression of the religious life through dramatic familiar 
forms, group reinforcement of a dominant idea, and something for the congregation 
themselves to do.”172 When compared to too many mainline Protestant services where “the 
would-be worshippers sing perfunctorily, sit woolgathering through the prayer, and listen 
passively while the preacher discourses moral platitudes which most of them have heard all 
their lives[,] it is not surprising that Rome and the sects seem to be winning out.”173 Finally, 
both Roman Catholic and fundamentalist services required the worshipper to participate—the 
former with formal ritual movement and the latter with informal and spontaneous emotional 
response.174 By implication, Harkness again joined her voice to those who called for a more 
participatory mainline service that engaged the mind and body of the worshipper.  
Yet, because mainline Protestantism had tended to be “sermon-centered” (as opposed 
to what she terms “liturgical”), it often missed out on the active and participatory while 
providing for the passive and auditory. This did not mean that preaching should be jettisoned 
or considered unimportant, but that it could not carry alone the weight of the service. “There 
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is nothing in the life of the Church that is more important than vital preaching; there is no 
preaching that is likely to be vital if it alone is trusted.”175 When preaching found its rightful 
place as one component, albeit an important one, within the larger service of worship, it then 
could be strengthened by becoming “more doctrinal,” “more biblical,” and “more functional” 
in the day-to-day lives of the average lay person.176 It was no coincidence that this list could 
also be used to describe the theological vocation of Harkness: more doctrinal to assist the 
modern Christian in inhabiting an intellectually honest faith; more biblical to root Protestant 
liberalism on the terra firma of the word of God; and more functional to help the average 
layperson know how to worship, believe, and act in an ever-changing world. 
As mentioned in the previous section on prayer, Harkness’s The Modern Rival of the 
Christian Faith (1952) took on what she determined to be the dangerous specter of secularism 
gaining strength in the cultural landscape of the United States. While much of her discussion 
focused on prayer, she employed the Benedictine motto of “ora et labora” to argue that 
“secularism can be met and conquered only as we unite work with worship.”177 Moreover, for 
worship to empower the ministries of the church, it must be both private and public worship, 
“for the church cannot bring to people the ministries of our faith as God intends unless the 
laity week after week bring to public worship lives renewed and made sensitive to the touch 
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of God.”178 As will be discussed in much greater detail in Chapter Five, Harkness understood 
that public worship cut off from private worship was quick to become rote ritualism or empty 
emotionalism. Worship that did not connect both public and private did not have the necessary 
power to influence the public and private ethical lives of the average person. 
 
Architecture, Arts, and the Sacraments 
 
Over the next several books, little mention was made of public worship. In a section 
on the role of arts in cultures in Christian Ethics (1957), she warned of the ecclesial danger of 
iconoclasm on the one hand and the “substitution of beauty for holiness” on the other, but she 
did not discuss these dangers’ ramifications for worship or ethics.179 Three years later, in 
Providence of God (1960), she gave a broad definition of worship—“sense of reverence, 
homage, and praise before the Most High”—but quickly turned to the role of providence in 
prayer.180 
Her next major exploration of worship came in 1962 with the publishing of The 
Church and the Laity. Again, she reiterated that one of the chief functions of the church was 
worship, but she did so by exploring the building itself. Here the architectural symbols 
pointed to the deeper meaning and purpose of the church. The upward-pointing spire claimed 
the gathering’s “God-centeredness”; the cross denoted the suffering love of a crucified Savior; 
the pulpit reminded the congregant of the centrality of the proclaimed word of God; the altar 
illustrated the redemptive sacrifice of Christ for humanity; the font symbolized entrance into 
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the church community through the cleansing waters; the hymnals and prayerbooks in the pews 
reminded the worshipper that they were to partake in the liturgy’s prayer and song; the organ 
and choir stall taught the laity’s role in helping be a part of leading worship in song; and even 
the offering plates spoke to the role of stewarding the ministries of the church.181 
Later in the book, she came back to the church building to explore the deeper 
meanings of the church: “the main reason for having a church building is to provide an 
appropriate setting of the corporate worship of God in the way of Christ…The primary 
function of any church within the inclusive function of being the carrier of the gospel of 
Christ is to unite the congregation in meaningful, God-serving corporate worship.”182 Because 
liturgy came from the Greek leitourgia—literally meaning “public work”—this “suggests the 
whole people of God, minister and laity alike, are to do something about it.”183 While 
Harkness suggested that the presiding of worship falls most squarely on the shoulders of the 
minister,184 especially in the work of preaching and presiding, the laity was an essential part of 
that same public work of liturgy. First and foremost, she called on the laity to attend every 
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Sunday, for this was a crucial part of any vital church. But beyond attending, she repeated her 
previous admonition that congregants should actively participate in all corporate parts of the 
service (e.g., songs, litanies, etc.). Further, she encouraged those attending to present an 
“atmosphere of friendly fellowship” to those around them, especially to any outsider who 
might be present in their midst.185 Yet, as Harkness noted in a 1966 sermon entitled “Knowing 
Christ Through Worship,” defining leitourgia as a public work for God expanded one’s 
understanding of liturgy also to include the mission of the church outside the church walls. 
Thus, leitourgia was the work of the people in the corporate work of worship as well as the 
corporate work of mission to the world. 
Harkness next turned to an exploration of the sacraments in public worship, a topic 
that had been rare in her work up to this point. She first explained how the “sacred, symbolic 
acts” of the sacraments were “at the heart of the service of corporate worship.”186 She 
affirmed that they were indeed “channels of grace,” but she was also quick to point out that 
they were not the sole means of grace. Further, in an attempt to avoid any simplistic notion of 
the sacraments working ex opere operato, she argued that the communicant played a role in 
receiving the grace offered. In her brief discussion of baptism, she emphasized the importance 
of the vows made by the parents/sponsors rather than focusing exclusively on the act as a 
precious moment for the baby and family.187 When she turned to communion, she expounded 
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upon these familiar words of the Methodist rite (originally found in the 1549 Book of Common 
Prayer), which she considered to be “not only historic but inspired”:  
Ye who do truly and earnestly repent you of your sins, and are in love and charity with 
your neighbours, and intend to lead a new life, following the commandments of God, 
and walking from henceforth in his holy ways; Draw near with faith, and take this holy 
Sacrament to your comfort; and make your humble confession to Almighty God, 
devoutly kneeling.188 
 
From this invitation she argued that the sacrament of communion made certain demands: 
“repentance, love for one’s neighbor, new resolution, [and] moral obedience to God’s 
commandments.” The sacrament also offered assurance of God’s promises: “[f]aith, comfort, 
[and] forgiveness.”189 The sacraments were both gift and task, the work of God and the 
response of humanity to that work. True public worship should then lead the faithful out into 
service for the world. She later noted—forcefully—that what the church needed was “not 
worship as a personal luxury inducing complacency before the need of the world, but worship 
so centered in God and the cross of Christ that at the same time it stirs to social action and 
imports inner courage, peace, and hope.”190  
Along with a discussion of the sacraments, Harkness also delved into the arts in 
worship. She first described a burgeoning interest in the field of “ecclesiastical arts,” with 
more attention given to “church music, church architecture, drama in the church, liturgy, and 
related matters.”191 Not only had churches been enriched by a recovery of the “treasures” of 
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our “long, great heritage,” but also, through experimentation with new ways, arts could be 
incorporated into the life of the church (though as she mentioned a few times throughout her 
work, she did not see this experimentation ranging as far as the inclusion of jazz in 
worship).192 The purpose of the arts, as is the case for sacraments and worship more broadly, 
was always to deepen a Christian’s faith and ethical commitment: “It is in its power to call 
forth deep emotions through an appeal to deeper levels than the intellect that art has its power, 
and rightly used, it can increase the love of God and neighbor.”193 Thus, it was telling of 
Harkness’s commitments that in a book addressing the life of the average layperson, how 
much sustained attention was given to the work of public worship and prayer—the leitourgia 
of the people of God. 
In What Christians Believe (1965), Harkness briefly touched on the topic of worship 
through her study of the church and what bound all churches together across denominational 
or geographical boundaries. Several of these “basic agreements” between churches were 
essentially liturgical: the worship of God through Jesus Christ; proclamation of the gospel 
through the sermon, liturgy, teaching, and social action; and the sacraments of baptism and 
communion.194 Perhaps because of the ecclesial focus of the chapter, Harkness emphasized 
the communal aspects of each sacrament that “bind Christians around the world together.”195 
She thus highlighted baptism as the initiation rite into the fellowship of the church. Similarly, 
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while pointing to the many symbols and purposes of celebrating the Lord’s Supper—
penitence, self-examination, rededication, thanksgiving—Harkness underscored the 
communal nature of this “most sacred of all Christian sacraments”: “On the whole, however, 
it is not only a great means of grace to Christians but a deep bond of Christian unity.”196 The 
sacraments were thus symbols that deepened the bonds of unity of the church of Jesus Christ, 
even as they still were a great source of division in the church. 
As might be guessed from the title, Harkness’s subsequent The Fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit (1966) viewed worship not with the ecclesial lens, but pneumatologically. 
Fundamentally, Harkness argued that part of being divine image bearers of the triune God was 
one’s desire for, and capability to, worship.197 Without this divine image, there could be no 
fellowship between the Holy Spirit and the human spirit through private devotion or public 
worship.198 Moving on from the Spirit’s fundamental role in worship, Harkness explored 
“controversial issues” regarding the Holy Spirit, two of which were central to the church’s 
public worship. She first turned her attention once again to the sacraments. Before beginning 
her discussion, she stated from the outset a fairly mainline understanding of baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper as “definitely…means of grace and vehicle of the Spirit.” Yet, such a statement 
still did not answer the corollary question: to what extent were the sacraments an exclusive 
means and vehicle? As with most theological debates, Harkness took the via media between 
the two extremes. With William Temple, she acknowledged that humanity inhabited a 
“sacramental universe,” and that “total universe is God’s world, and to the human spirit 
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attuned to the divine spirit, every bough and blossom, star and snowflake, expression of 
human Love and manifestation of the quest for truth, beauty, and goodness can be the carrier 
of his spirit and hence a means of grace.”199 Yet, a sacramental universe should not exclude a 
high view of the sacraments, which she understood as having “a special sacredness because in 
them the physical elements in the spiritual Presence meet to accent ‘the grace of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.’”200 Thus, while not the 
exclusive means of grace or vehicle of the Spirit, the sacraments were still elevated because 
they were a physical means through which God had promised to be present in Christ by the 
power of the Spirit. Regarding communion, this meant that a Protestant could reject 
transubstantiation and still believe in real presence, for as Harkness wisely noted, “one who 
believes in the real presence of the Holy Spirit in the Church has no need to reject belief in the 
Real Presence of the living Christ in the Eucharist.”201 While debates still swirled as to the 
means and manner of baptism, almost all could agree that the role of the Spirit worked 
through the waters “to mark acceptance into the fellowship of Christ’s followers.”202 
Presaging some of the themes of the later worship “wars,” Harkness next turned to the 
debate between free/spontaneous and formal/traditional worship. Harkness saw most 
arguments as largely missing the point. The real issue was not one of style but of substance:  
What matters is the degree of reverence, depth of vitality in praise and prayer, and 
movement toward Christ-centered living. Worship exists not for aesthetic exaltation, 
not for the participant’s euphoria, and certainly not for the onlooker’s enjoyment, but 
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as an act of dedication of self to the glory of God. This can be done through stately 
liturgy or Spirit-filled exhortation, through the prayers of the ages or the speech, 
music, drama, or dance of today if they are sufficiently disciplined to have dignity, 
reverence, and fitness.203  
 
Thus, when one judged time-tested traditions or newly-improvised experiments in worship, 
the criteria should rise above personal likes or dislikes, how many people it attracts into a 
church, or whether it is exciting or fresh: “[i]ts true criterion is whether it lifts the jaded 
contemporary man closer into the presence of God and stirs in him a sense of the majesty and 
glory of the self-giving of God’s Son for our salvation.”204 While both new and old liturgical 
actions and elements should be “appropriate to the nature of God and to the deeper needs of 
men,” Harkness clearly saw true public worship enacted in a number of styles and manners.205 
While not her final word on the subject, Harkness’s last sustained study of corporate 
worship came in her 1967 Disciplines of the Christian Life. Just as the spiritual inventory at 
the beginning of the book included searching questions on prayer, it also asked about the 
reader’s involvement in church and worship:  
1. If you attend church regularly, why do you do so? Are these motives thoroughly 
Christian? 
2. When you joined the church, you promised to support it by your prayer, your presence, 
your gifts, and your service. Are you keeping these vows as fully as possible? 
3. Granted that the service of worship is not conducted perfectly, what changes in you 
would make it a more meaningful time of worship?206 
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Through these questions, Harkness pointed to the responsibility of each individual Christian 
not only to attend church regularly, but to pay attention to inner motivations. In so doing, the 
worshipper could strengthen the service of worship through her presence and be strengthened 
by it. As Harkness remarked later in the book, because the church’s worship in sermon, 
liturgy, song, prayer, and fellowship had so often been used by God to make the faithful aware 
of their need for God, “it is why church, often criticized today as a barren institutional 
structure, needs to be revitalized without being so much disparaged.”207 Perhaps speaking to 
many of her theologically liberal colleagues, she argued again that the individual’s 
commitment to engaging fully in the worshipping life of the church must temper (not silence) 
critiques so that any critiques became a constructive means of helping the church one loved 
rather than a destructive means of tearing down a house one never entered. 
In her chapter “Knowing Christ through Corporate Worship,” Harkness summarized 
much of her previous work on worship, but also added a few nuances worth mentioning. First, 
she gave yet another definition of worship: “Worship is the act of lifting up our hearts to God 
in adoration and praise,”208 but then she elaborated in one of her most telling passages on the 
purpose of worship:  
[Worship] is the expression of our gratitude and thanksgiving to God. It is confession 
of our sin before God, not perfunctorily but with genuine contrition, not with the easy 
feeling that words may perhaps apply to somebody else…[It] is the release of energy 
and the new resolve that comes from the assurance of God’s forgiveness of the 
penitent, and in more serious moments we know that this comes only when we are 
penitent. Worship is petition for the guidance and strengthening and sensitivity to live 
as God’s servants, not in the church only but in our homes, at work, in our world, 
wherever our lives touch other lives. Worship is intercession for these others in a spirit 
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of deep concern and self-giving, for it is in prayer for others that God enlarges our 
hearts and widens the scope of our concern both for them and for him, and for them in 
him. Worship is commitment of our total selves to God for his service and in the 
assurance of his undergirding, ever-present, and never-failing grace.209 
 
One can first note the traditional elements of worship included in her elucidation: 
thanksgiving, confession, assurance, petition, intercession, commitment. Further, the list bore 
a striking resemblance to her aforementioned eight steps of prayer, missing only the final two 
steps of dedication and ascription. The similarities between the two lists again demonstrated 
how closely connected personal prayer and corporate worship were for Harkness’s ideal 
vision of the Christian life. Similarly, worship was not a segregated hour disconnected from 
the rest of the week, but the crucible in which worshippers brought their full selves, beautiful 
and broken, before God and were shaped more and more into the likeness and image of the 
Christ they worshipped so they could go out and be Christ’s hands and feet in a similarly 
beautiful and broken world. As she explained later in a section on Christian vocation, “It has 
been made clear, I trust, that both public and private worship must eventuate in application to 
the whole of life. Prayer is by no means all that our Lord requires of us. Indeed, it can become 
a substitute for disciplined Christian living if attention is centered wholly in church attendance 
and the securing of personal peace of mind and other good feelings.”210 In focusing on 
worship as source and end of the entire Christian life, Harkness argued that Christians find 
new life in Christ not to be a one-time conversion experience, but something that happened 
over and over again as they came together week after week to their imperfect churches to 
worship the triune God. As she ended the section, Harkness made clear again the primary 
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reason for the church’s existence, declaring, “Whatever other reasons we may have for going 
to church, the primary and indispensable reason is to worship God through seeing Jesus.”211 
Echoing many of her principles for public worship found in Religious Living, 
Harkness reversed direction and enumerated possible barriers to worship. The first two 
barriers—preoccupation and lack of incentive—largely covered ground already explored in 
previous works. She again used the etymology of liturgy to explicate the dangers of these 
barriers: “The derivation of the word ‘liturgy’ is suggestive. It comes from leitourgia, a public 
work. This work, this service to God, costs something we are often unready to give—
attentiveness of spirit, openness of mind and heart.”212 The final barrier that covered largely 
new territory is the worshipper’s “lack of expectancy.”213 While we read about the Holy 
Spirit’s work at Pentecost, most worshippers attend a service fully intending not to be spoken 
to by God or transformed by the work of the Spirit. But as Harkness explained, while many 
Sunday worship services would not have “world-shaking effects,” the worshipper is promised 
that “God is present, and he will speak to us if we listen.”214 God and God’s community do 
not require the best preachers or the newest fads, Harkness argued, but “[w]hat is needed is for 
our spirits to be open in expectancy of hearing his word in our hearts as well as in our 
ears…of going forth from God’s house to witness faithfully by our lives if not by eloquent 
words, of being stirred as were those first Christians to share both our daily bread and our 
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prayers ‘with glad and generous hearts.’”215 In summation, Harkness argued that the purpose 
and promise of any worship service, from the humblest to the most grand, was to “see Jesus” 
and be transformed by that encounter.216  
In her final books, corporate worship received much less attention, partly because of 
the specificity of the topics Harkness chose to study. Published two years after Disciplines of 
the Christian Life, her 1969 Stability Amid Change repeated previous arguments that the 
church should never fear innovation, but always ground any innovation in the tradition of the 
church and judge it by whether the proposed changes resonated with the “reverence, dignity, 
and fitness to the mood of worship.”217 To her mind, the historic “core” of any Christian 
service of worship should include what has been passed on from the Judeo-Christian heritage: 
prayer and praise, the reading of scripture, the exposition and application of scripture, and a 
blessing.218 Any innovations should be wary to jettison these common historical and biblical 
elements.219 She made a similar point on experimentation in worship (again using the criteria 
of “reverence, dignity, and fitness”) in her final book Understanding the Kingdom of God 
(1974), adding that innovative worship services that focused too much on entertainment value 
also tended to devalue penitence and confession.  
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In The Ministry of Reconciliation (1971), Harkness reminded those of a more 
prophetic bent that it was a false dichotomy to pit worship against social justice because the 
church must always comfort and challenge, “and the need to do more challenging of social 
evils does not detract from its need to comfort, restore, and build up the inner life.”220 
Beginning as she ended, Harkness cast a vision of the Christian life where work and worship 
were woven into one seamless tapestry for God’s glory and neighbor’s good. 
 
Summary of Public Worship 
 
Perhaps the first point that stands out in stark relief when summarizing Harkness’s 
work on public worship is the many connections she drew between public worship and private 
prayer.  Part of the reason for these overlapping points was because Harkness (like most who 
study both) saw the life of prayer and worship inextricably bound to one another. Corporate 
worship almost always included prayer (e.g., confession, thanksgiving, prayers of the people) 
and individual prayer—at least when more than just petition and intercession—contained the 
adoration and thanksgiving that are fundamental to corporate worship. Both Harkness’s listed 
attributes of worship and prayer contained the similar movements of adoration, thanksgiving, 
confession, assurance, petition, intercession, and commitment. Further, individual prayer 
without corporate worship cut one off from the necessary component of Christian community 
for the disciple of Christ while corporate worship without individual prayer cut one off from 
the personal piety and religious fervor that brings life and meaning to the forms of worship. 
Without individual devotion, public worship risked devolving into little more than a social 
club marked by empty ritual.  
                                               
220 Georgia Harkness, The Ministry of Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 28. 
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Further, much of Harkness’s evolution in her theology of worship mirrored her 
expanding understanding of prayer as well. Like prayer, her theology of worship became less 
anthropocentric and more focused on the God who humanity worshipped rather than on 
humanity that reached up to God. The locus of Harkness’s worship also became grounded 
much more firmly in the ecclesial life of the church, apart from which the inherent corporate 
nature of worship could not be realized. For example, it was only in the latter part of her 
career that she began exploring the role of the sacraments in public worship. Similarly, 
Harkness developed a growing appreciation for the traditional forms of worship and elements 
of liturgy found in the lives of the church fathers and mothers and in the pages of worship 
resources such as the Book of Common Prayer and the Methodist Book of Worship for Church 
and Home. Similar to her reflections on prayer, her studies on worship moved from more 
general theological or philosophical understandings to much more practical concerns, like 
how individuals should prepare for worship and engage in worship if they wanted to reap the 
possibilities of its transformative power.  
Yet, Harkness’s work on public worship also highlighted several essential points 
unique to the Sunday gathering. First, working from the growing understanding of liturgy 
(leitourgia) as the public work of the people of God, Harkness argued for a more actively 
involved laity in worship. This placed the onus first on pastors and worship leaders to wean 
their churches away from a service built almost exclusively around the sermon to help them 
move toward a better-balanced service that included more elements in which the congregants 
could actively participate—litanies, responsive prayers, and communion.221 While never 
                                               
221 Harkness’s fondness for litanies will be seen most clearly in the next chapter when it 
explores the many she crafted for worship services. 
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drawing explicit connections in her work, this desire for a more active congregation put her in 
step with the larger Liturgical Movement that emphasized the necessity of liturgy truly being 
the work of the people gathered, not simply the pastor preaching (the Protestant temptation) or 
the priest presiding (the Roman Catholic temptation). 
Yet, Harkness also understood that the pastors and worship leaders could only do so 
much to encourage participation; the responsibility also fell squarely on the shoulders of the 
congregants who attended worship. In multiple places throughout her work, Harkness called 
on congregants to stay focused on the task of worship, engage in the entirety of the service, 
and participate fully in every prayer, song, or other element that gave the congregation an 
active voice (even if these places were still few and far between). Harkness likewise exhorted 
congregants not to come to church with a critical spirit looking to find faults, but rather to 
come with a desire to find how God worked through even the imperfect means of a poorly-
executed service to speak to God’s people. This double emphasis on both the pastor’s role in 
creating a more active liturgical service and the congregant’s role in actively engaging in a 
service regardless of the service’s particular weaknesses made Harkness’s critique unique and 
particularly helpful in aiding the church’s liturgy then and now to become more and more the 
work of the people. 
Many of the rest of Harkness’s insights into the worshipping life of the church can be 
understood as dialectical or synthetic moves between two ideas that often were treated by the 
church as mutually exclusive. For example, worship was neither solely groveling unworthily 
before a holy God nor simply affirming the greatness of humanity but acknowledging both the 
greatness of humanity made in the image of God while acknowledging humanity’s own part 
in marring that image through their sin. Such a dialectic in worship required both the thesis of 
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praise and thanksgiving for the goodness around oneself as well as the antithesis of confession 
for the sin without and within in order to arrive at the dialectic of worship true to humanity’s 
Christian identity. Further, rather than choosing between the vitality of the more spirited 
Pentecostal traditions or the beauty and dignity of many of the mainline sacramental 
traditions, Harkness argued that vitality and beauty must go hand in hand for the former to 
avoid chaos and the latter to avoid a solely aesthetic experience. In a similar vein, Harkness 
rejected both the conservative move of uncritically accepting traditional elements of worship 
for tradition’s sake and the Protestant liberal move of jettisoning traditional elements because 
they seemed to run counter to the scientific or philosophical insights of modernity. Instead, 
she argued for a dialectic that continued to use traditional elements such as the creeds while 
understanding that these ancient elements must be reinterpreted in the light of modern human 
understanding if the worshipper was to retain any type of intellectual and spiritual integrity.  
 
Conclusion 
Most generally, Harkness believed that public and private worship were essential to 
the life of Christian faith, and as she became more committed to her own spiritual life, the 
teaching of applied theology, and the broader ecumenical movement, this dedication to prayer 
and worship only grew stronger. Beyond writing on prayer and worship, another way this 
commitment grew was in her writing for prayer and worship. During the same period in which 
she wrote many of the books discussed above, she was also writing or compiling dozens of 
prayers, devotional manuals, hymn texts, and worship services for use in private prayer and 
public worship. The project of the next chapter is to analyze these primary worship sources 
and demonstrate both the continuities and discontinuities between Harkness’s stated theology 
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of prayer and worship described above and how this was demonstrated in her own liturgical 
work. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE LITURGICAL RESOURCES COMPOSED BY GEORGIA HARKNESS 
 
 
 
Harkness’s writing on prayer and worship makes up a sizeable and essential portion of 
her career’s work as a theologian, which only grew in importance as she took on the mantle of 
an applied theologian for the church. Yet, just as she devoted more time to writing on prayer 
and worship, she also increased her writing and planning of prayers, devotionals, worship 
services, and hymns for both corporate worship and private devotion. This chapter examines 
the prayers and hymns she composed and the worship services she planned to ascertain the 
continuities and discontinuities between Harkness’s stated theology of prayer and worship (as 
developed in Chapter Two) and the ways in which it is demonstrated in her own liturgical 
work.1 
 
Prayer 
Much like her writing on prayer, Harkness’s writing of prayer texts for individual and 
corporate worship took up the lion’s share of her liturgical compositions. Generally, the 
prayers can be split into two major groups: stand-alone prayers written primarily for corporate 
worship; and devotional prayers paired with biblical texts, poems, and/or short reflections 
written primarily for personal devotion.2 Of the former prayers written primarily for corporate 
                                               
1 A cursory examination of a few of these prayers, hymns, and worship services can also be 
found in Martha Lynne Scott, “The Theology and Social Thought of Georgia Harkness” 
(Ph.D. Dissertation, Northwestern, 1984), 183-89. 
 
2 This division between prayers written for individual and corporate prayer was clearly not 
absolute for Harkness, as she listed some of her stand-alone prayers under the heading 
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worship settings, twenty-nine are found scattered throughout Harkness’s archival material. 
Some were clearly marked as prayers for specific occasions: Victory in Europe (V. E.) Day, 
an unspecified anniversary at Garrett Biblical Institute, and a prayer of consecration for the 
Pacific School of Religion’s 1953 commencement. Others were written around specific holy 
days or commemorations (e.g., the World Day of Prayer and Religious Education Sunday). A 
few more were written on specific themes, such as peace, church unity, and reconciliation 
among races. Finally, several were typed or handwritten without a specific title, theme, or 
purpose. In addition to these twenty-nine, fifty prayers are presented in Harkness’s 1943 The 
Glory of God under the headings “General Prayers for Personal and Corporate Worship,” 
“Prayers for Special Occasions and Needs,” and “Prayers for Particular Groups.”3 After 
compilation, this gives seventy-nine prayers for analysis.  
The devotional prayers are dispersed through several of Harkness’s books and 
pamphlets. Her final two books of poetry—Be Still and Know (1953) and Grace Abounding 
(1969)—each pair original poems with a corresponding biblical passage and short prayer. She 
also produced a devotional book, Through Christ Our Lord (1950), which walked through the 
words of Jesus over 147 days, giving guiding questions and original prayers based on the 
                                               
“general prayers for personal and corporate worship” in her 1943 The Glory of God ([New 
York: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1943], 11). She also noted in the preface to Through Christ Our 
Lord, that even the prayers she wrote for personal devotion could be broadened for more 
corporate settings: “[The collection] presents prayers that are also in the singular unless the 
context suggests otherwise. The intent is to personalize the praying, for in confessing ‘our’ 
sins it is too easy to think of the other fellow’s. However, if it is desired to use this manual for 
family or other forms of group worship, it will not be difficult to substitute the plural” ([New 
York: Abingdon, 1950], vi). 
 
3 Harkness, The Glory of God, 11-12. This excludes three “prayer poems” that were listed 
with the hymns in the collection and seem to have served as poetic devotional prayers.  
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theme of each text. In addition, she often produced similar devotional material for booklets or 
pamphlets put out by various faith organizations, often Christian women’s groups.4  
For the purpose of the present study, more attention is given to the prayers primarily 
composed for corporate worship for two strategic reasons. First, and most basically, these 
prayers tend to be longer and better developed than their devotional counterparts, the latter 
occasionally running no longer than a sentence or two. The longer prayers help demonstrate 
more clearly the normative theology and form of Harkness’s prayers. Second, because the 
devotional prayers are intended mainly for individual use, their scope tends to be much 
narrower, often focusing on confession and self-examination. While it is telling that Harkness 
understood one of the primary functions of devotions to be a confessional examination of the 
self (a theme that will be revisited in Chapter Five on the connection between personal and 
private worship as it relates to a Christian ethical framework), it is less helpful in exploring 
the breadth and depth of Harkness’s theology of prayer.  
 
Structure 
 
Before analyzing the specific theological content and themes of Harkness’s prayers, it 
is helpful first to examine their general structure and common source material. As discussed in 
the previous chapter, Harkness proposed an eight-step structure for prayer, and her prayers 
generally follow this broader pattern. A paradigmatic example comes from an undated prayer 
entitled “For Passion Sunday” that can be clearly separated out into the eight-part structure: 
                                               
4 For example, she produced the devotional materials for a pamphlet entitled Week of Spiritual 
Enrichment, published by the Presbyterian Church of the USA’s Board of Women’s Work 
(Atlanta, March 30, 1958), series 10, box 11, folder 162, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL.  
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Adoration/Praise: O Thou Eternal God, who in Thy Son Jesus Christ hast come 
among men to suffer and die for our redemption, we lift our hearts to Thee. To Thee 
be glory and majesty, dominion and power, even as in Thee are mercy, forgiveness 
and never-failing love. 
 
Thanksgiving: We lift to Thee grateful hearts for the life, the ministry, the gracious 
words, the holy and loving acts of Jesus. In Him have men of every time and place 
found a way of life, and a way to life. By His life have our lives been judged, 
challenged, guided, and made new in a peace that passes understanding. We thank 
Thee, O God. 
Above all, O God, we thank Thee that He loved us enough to suffer and to die for us. 
Our little minds cannot fathom the mystery of such love, or understand its power. Yet 
we know that in the death of Christ for our redemption we see Thee in Thy fullness; 
we lay hold in wonder and gratitude upon Thy supreme self-giving. At Thy behest 
Christ died for us, and that is all we need to know. We yield ourselves to Thee in 
adoration and glad obedience. 
 
Confession: Yet as we think upon the greatness of Thy gift, we confess in penitence 
before Thee the littleness of our faith and love. Thou hast called us to service in love 
of Thee and our fellow-men, and we have followed too much the impasse of self-will. 
Thou hast called us to trust in Thee, and in self-trust and self-despair our lives have 
been cluttered with anxieties. Thou hast called us to hope, and we have lived as those 
who have no hope. Forgive us, good Lord.  
 
Petition: We pray Thee, O God, to create in us clean hearts and to renew a right spirit 
within us. When we faint, give us courage; when we are proud, make us humble; when 
we [are] self-seeking, increase our love; where we are indifferent to Thee and to the 
world’s great needs, help us to care. Strengthen us now, we pray. 
 
Intercession: What we ask for ourselves we ask for all Thy children. Let those who 
are hungry in body or soul be fed. Let those who are sick be made well, those who are 
downcast lifted up. Give courage to the fearful, strength to the weak, and a new spirit 
to those who feel rancor or hate. Let Thy way be made known upon the earth, Thy 
saving health among all nations. We pray alike for our friends and our enemies, and 
bid Thee stir in us such friendliness that enmities may cease. Let our evil be overcome 
with good, O Lord. 
 
Dedication/Commitment: And so we commit ourselves to Thee of the doing of Thy 
will. As our Lord has suffered for us, so let us walk His way of the cross. Not in 
boasted martyrdoms or self-pity, but in humble dedication to Thy will, we would 
suffer as Thou callest us to do. And may our suffering be a pathway to Thy service, 
our self-glorying be lost in Thy infinite glory. 
 
Assurance: Use us, O Lord, as Thou desirest, and with Thee we will leave the fruitage 
of our labor. 
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Ascription: All this we pray in the name of Him who is forever the Way, the Truth 
and the Life. Amen.5 
 
Yet, this clear eight-step delineation in Harkness’s prayer was the exception rather 
than the rule. More often than not, steps were combined, re-ordered, or dropped altogether as 
the situation and theme demanded. For example, in an untitled prayer Harkness prayed, 
Father of mercies and God of all comfort, Thou who dost ever bring hope and courage 
to Thy children who seek Thee, we come before Thee to ask Thy protecting care, Thy 
peace, Thy strength (petition). We come in gratitude for Thy great mercies in the past 
(thanksgiving); we come in penitence for our failure to render that obedient love to 
which Thou hast called us (confession). We come in penitence, but not in despair, for 
in Jesus Christ Thy Son Thou hast set before us a great hope. 
In Thy presence is fullness of joy, and with Thee we can go forward unafraid 
(assurance). Guide us, we pray in our darkness; uplift us when we fall; transform us 
(petition); use us in Thy service. To Thee we yield our lives in devotion and trust. 
(dedication/commitment). Through Christ our Lord (ascription). Amen.6 
 
To say that Harkness did not follow her own eight steps is not to accuse her of any 
inconsistency; as she herself noted in the description of the eight steps in Prayer and the 
Common Life, “The [description] is not intended as any fixed pattern for prayer…it is not to 
be supposed that a prayer to be ‘right’ must conform to it. God demands of us no mold, and 
the Holy Spirit may move through quite other channels. However, if any of these elements is 
habitually neglected in prayer, something vital drops out of it.”7 Rather than linear steps, 
Harkness employed the eight moods of prayer as flexible guidelines that keep her prayers as a 
whole theologically and liturgically balanced between the various stances the Christian should 
take before God. 
                                               
5 Georgia Harkness, “For Passion Sunday,” series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1-2. 
 
6 Georgia Harkness, untitled, series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
7 Georgia Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life (New York: Abingdon, 1948), 44. 
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Yet, in practice, the majority of Harkness’s prayers did not include all eight steps in 
part because she often conflated or chose between the steps that had a natural liturgical 
connection with one another: adoration/praise and thanksgiving; petition and intercession; 
dedication and assurance. At these liturgical “connection points” in her prayer, she often 
chose between the two rather than always including both. In practice, her prayer structures 
generally followed what could better be outlined as a five-step pattern that could extend up to 
eight steps depending on the choices made at each liturgical connection point: 1) 
adoration/praise and/or thanksgiving; 2) confession; 3) petition and/or intercession; 4) 
dedication and/or assurance; 5) ascription. This is played out in five steps in “A Prayer for 
Reconciliation Among the Churches”: 
Almighty God, whose will it is that all dividing walls of separation be broken down 
and that all Thy children dwell together in unity of spirit, accept our tribute of 
gratitude that this day draws nearer. From North and South, from East and West, 
Christians of many lands and races have met to honor Thee and to lead Thy Church in 
ways of more obedient stewardship. We rejoice in the rich diversity of the household 
of our faith, and within this diversity we would respond to Thy call to a closer unity 
about the feet of Christ, our one Savior and our Lord (thanksgiving or adoration). 
Forgive us, Lord, that in complacency of spirit and indifference to Thy call too often 
we follow after our own petty interests, not heeding the summons of Him who is the 
Way, the Truth and the Life (confession). Disturb us; have mercy upon us; empower 
us (petition or intercession) as we seek to have closer fellowship with Thee and with 
one another through serving Thee (dedication or assurance). Through Christ our Lord 
we pray (ascription). Amen.8 
 
Depending upon the liturgical function and necessary length of the prayer (e.g., a longer pulpit 
prayer versus a shorter corporate collect), Harkness often extended or contracted the prayer at 
these connection points by either including both elements or choosing between the two. 
                                               
8 Georgia Harkness, “A Prayer for Reconciliation among the Churches,” series 8, box 7, 
folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
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Sources 
 
When examining the source material for Harkness’s prayers, the most obvious and 
least surprising source was her constant use of biblical allusions, metaphors, and quotes. Often 
these came toward the beginning of the prayer as a description or attribution of the God to 
whom she prayed or at the end as part of the commitment or ascription. In her openings, she 
prayed, “Almighty God, whose will it is that all dividing walls of separation be broken down” 
(Eph. 2:14);9 and “We thank Thee, our Father, for thy steadfast love and for the knowledge 
that Thou art our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” (Ps. 46:1); and she 
closed, “Together we would see Jesus, and find in Him the Way, the Truth, and the Life” 
(John 14:6); 10 “To thee we yield ourselves, our souls, and bodies to be a reasonable, holy and 
living sacrifice unto Thee” (Rom. 12:1);11 and “Speak, Lord, for Thy servant heareth” (1 Sam. 
3:10).12 
While biblical language continued to dominate in her devotional prayers, here she also 
employed language from worship books—particularly the common storehouse of Methodist 
                                               
9 Ibid. 
 
10 Georgia Harkness, “For Religious Education Sunday,” series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia 
Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, 
IL. 
 
11 Georgia Harkness, untitled, series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
12 Harkness, The Glory of God, 79.  
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worship resources drawn originally from the Anglican/Episcopal Book of Common Prayer13—
as well as well-known hymnic material. For instance, in her Through Christ our Lord, she 
combined the well-known Anglican/Episcopal and Methodist Collect for Purity14 with 
language from Psalm 51:1-2, 10 to create a prayer of self-examination and confession: 
Almighty God, unto whom all hearts are open, all desires known, and from 
whom no secrets are hid, cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration 
of Thy Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love Thee, and worthily magnify Thy 
holy name, through Christ our Lord. 
Have mercy upon me, O God, according to Thy lovingkindness, according 
unto the multitude of Thy tender mercies blot out my transgressions. Wash me 
thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. Create in me a 
clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me. Amen.15 
 
Similarly, in a reflection on Matthew 26:26-28 (Christ instituting the Lord’s Supper in the 
giving of bread), Harkness’s prayer was taken directly from the pastor’s prayer for pardon in 
the Methodist Lord’s Supper rites that itself was originally drawn from the 1662 Anglican 
Book of Common Prayer: 
Almighty God, our heavenly Father, who of Thy great mercy hast promised 
forgiveness of sins to all them that with hearty repentance and true faith turn to 
Thee, have mercy upon us; pardon and deliver us from all our sins; confirm 
and strengthen us in all goodness; and bring us to everlasting life; through 
Jesus Christ our Lord.16 
 
                                               
13 When not noted, it is not clear whether Harkness borrowed the prayer from the Anglican 
(English) or Episcopalian (U.S.) Book of Common Prayer, since some—like the Collect for 
Purity—are included in both. 
 
14 Popularized by Anglicans through its inclusion in the 1549 Book of Common Prayer, the 
Collect for Purity was originally a vesting prayer in the Roman Catholic Sarum rite. 
 
15 Georgia Harkness, “Out of the Heart of Man,” in Through Christ Our Lord, 70. It is no 
coincidence that the text from Psalm 51 was also used as a prayer of confession in the Book of 
Worship for Church and Home (“Covenant for Watch Night or New Year” [Nashville: 
Methodist Publishing House, 1945], 51). 
 
16 “An Order for the Administration of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper or Holy 
Communion I,” 378. This prayer of pardon came to the 1945 Book of Worship directly from 
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Not only did this show Harkness’s familiarity with the rites of the Methodist tradition, but it 
showed her liturgical sensibilities in connecting the Lord’s Supper rite’s prayer of pardon with 
the biblical passage of Christ’s institution of the meal. 
Harkness most commonly used hymn texts within the devotional prayer itself, as can 
be seen twice in the opening and middle of her devotion on Christ’s rebuke to Satan during his 
temptation in the wilderness (Luke 4:12): 
“God of grace and God of glory,17 give me the grace to glory only in Thee. Take from 
me the haughty self-confidence which seeks display of my own prowess, and all that 
boastful confidence in Thee which makes display of Thy favor to me. Let my praying 
and my serving be humble, trustful, grounded in Thy will and in Thy world. 
 
To Thee, O God, I give thanks for such victories over temptations as Thou hast given 
me. Well I know that 
 “Did we in our own strength confide, 
 Our striving would be losing.”18 
Help me to go forward through the temptations that continue to beset me, sure in the 
confidence that in Thee and Thy Son is my only salvation. In His name and spirit. 
Amen.19 
 
She employed another part of the fourth stanza of “A Mighty Fortress” as a means of self-
examination, asking the reader:  
“Can [you] sing the following words and mean them? 
‘Let goods and kindred go, 
This mortal life also; 
The body they may kill: 
                                               
John Wesley’s “The Order for the Administration of the Lord’s Supper, The Sunday Service of 
the Methodists in North America ([London: n.p., 1784], 132), who himself took it from the 
1662 Book of Common Prayer (see Karen Westerfield Tucker, American Methodist Worship 
[Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001], 4-8). 
 
17 The title of her friend Harry Emerson Fosdick’s hymn, “God of Grace and God of Glory.” 
 
18 The beginning of the second stanza of Frederick Hedge’s translation of Martin Luther’s “A 
Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” 
 
19 Harkness, “You Shall Not Tempt the Lord Your God,” in Through Christ Our Lord, 32. 
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God’s truth abideth still, 
His kingdom is forever.’”20 
 
The hymn text she used most in her devotional material was George Croly’s “Spirit of God, 
Descend upon My Heart,” utilizing the first line in the opening of a prayer on love for 
others,21 the first stanza as part of the Universal Week of Prayer’s day on petition,22 and the 
second stanza (“I ask no dream/no prophet ecstasies”) in two devotions on the 
Transfiguration.23 Further, in the devotional material she wrote and compiled for the 1959 
“Universal Week of Prayer,” each day’s biblical passage, short devotion, and prayer was also 
paired with a stanza from a hymn.24 So, the second day combined scriptural passages (Ps. 103 
and I Thes. 5:12-24) and prayers around the theme of thanksgiving with the fitting first stanza 
of Martin Rinckart’s “Now Thank We All Our God.”25 Thus, when composing prayers, 
Harkness drew most deeply from the well of scripture, but also used the resources found in the 
broader Protestant (particularly Anglican/Methodist) worship liturgical corpus as well as the 
common storehouse of hymns as sources for her prayers. 
 
                                               
20 Harkness, “Blessed Are Those Who Are Persecuted for Righteousness’ Sake,” in Through 
Christ Our Lord, 10. 
 
21 Harkness, “You Are My Friends,” in Through Christ Our Lord, 129. 
 
22 Georgia Harkness, “Universal Week of Prayer” (1959), series 4, box 4, folder 120, Georgia 
Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, 
IL, 6.  
 
23 Harkness, “Transfiguration” in Week of Spiritual Enrichment and “The Transfiguration,” in 
Through Christ Our Lord, 76.  
 
24 Harkness, “Universal Week of Prayer.” 
 
25 Ibid., 3-4. 
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Language 
 
One element of Harkness’s prayer that remained consistent throughout her life was the 
use of formal language to address God. Throughout her prayers, when she addressed God in 
the second person, she invariably utilized “Thee” and “Thou.” While the choice was not 
uncommon in the early years of Harkness’s career, she made a conscious choice to continue 
using more formal language for God as others began using the more informal “you” and 
“your.” As she noted in Prayer and the Common Life, “Shall one address the deity as ‘thee’ 
and ‘thou’ or use the ‘you’ of ordinary address? Presumably it makes no difference to God. 
But it may to you, for to get too familiar is to remove the sense of reverence. Prayer is 
fellowship with God, not a familiar chat with a pal.”26 Harkness avoided informal language 
for God as a guard against an informal theology that reduced one’s communing with the God 
of the universe to a casual conversation.27 Using formal language for God thus necessitated 
archaic forms of verbs to maintain subject-verb agreement: “thou art ever the Lord,”28 “Thou 
knowest our frame,”29 and “O God, from whom cometh every good gift.”30 The only other 
place formal (or archaic) language was used with any regularity was when Harkness quoted 
biblical passages from the King James Version: “And may the peace of God which passeth all 
                                               
26 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 143. 
 
27 This also serves as a prime example of lex orandi, lex credendi: the way one prays to God 
will shape one’s beliefs about God. 
 
28 Georgia Harkness, untitled, series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
29 Harkness, “Patient in Tribulation,” in The Glory of God, 77. 
 
30 Harkness, “On Recovery of Health, in The Glory of God, 88. 
 
 
 
129 
understanding”31 or “Come unto me all ye that labor and are heavy laden.”32 Tellingly, this 
was also the language employed for these two verses in The Book of Worship for Church and 
Home (1940), which may also help explain Harkness’s continued use of the archaisms.  
In terms of God language, Harkness’s prayers were most often addressed to “Our 
Father” or some variation (e.g., “O God our Father”33 or “Our gracious Father”34).  With 
Harkness’s proclivity for using scripture, she no doubt used “Our Father” because of its 
biblical warrant from the mouth of Jesus in the Lord’s Prayer, but she also employed it for 
other theological and social reasons. First, God as Father rather than Source or Power 
underscored the personality of God, the philosophical lynchpin of Harkness’s concept of God. 
As she described the importance of Father language in her Understanding the Christian Faith, 
“If God is our Father, though he works through orderly natural processes, he never works 
mechanically or in detachment from human need.”35 Further, if God is “our Father,” it not 
only makes a theological claim but an anthropological claim as well. The possessive “our” 
indicates that God is Father of all people, making each other brothers and sisters with social 
                                               
31 Harkness, “For a Wedding,” in The Glory of God, 96. 
 
32 Georgia Harkness, “Guided Prayer of Confession,” series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia 
Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, 
IL. 
 
33 Georgia Harkness, “Pulpit Prayer – ‘Can We Have a Happy New Year?’” series 6, box 5, 
folder 9, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
34 Harkness, “At Evening,” in The Glory of God, 70. 
 
35 Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1947), 121-
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responsibilities such relations require. Harkness spoke directly to the radical social call of the 
simple address of “Our Father” in The Modern Rival of Christian Faith: 
 
What difference would it make in our time if we should stop merely talking about God 
as our Father and begin to act as if he were? It would mean clearly that we should then 
have to see every person upon earth as God’s child and our brother, and to do this in 
such a way that we should act upon it as second nature would be about the most 
revolutionary thing that could happen in our society. If we did this, it would mean that 
the racial tensions which now so tragically divide the world and even corrupt the life 
of the church would have to flee before it…[I]f we really mean that God is our Father 
and all men brothers, we shall not sit down to eat a full meal without an uneasy 
conscience at the hunger of the world…On the contrary we shall act where we are to 
do what we can about it. And if God is our Father, we shall put away vengeance 
toward our nation’s enemies, remembering that they too are children of God.36 
 
The social implications of God as Father were also witnessed in her prayer “For Those of 
Other Races,” in which she opened with the confession, “O Thou who art the Father of all 
mankind, in deep shame we confess that we have not lived as Thy sons. Between us and Thy 
children of other races and colors we have raised walls of partition.”37 For Harkness, “Our 
Father” indicated the personality of God who listens and responds to God’s children as well as 
the common kinship of humanity as God’s children that binds the human race together despite 
differences.  
Harkness continued to use “Father” language for the remainder of her life, having little 
patience for the concerns of feminist theologians calling for a reevaluation of God-talk. In a 
conversation recorded six months before her death in 1974, she opined,  
I think it is perfectly silly that you should hesitate to speak of God as “He” or 
as “Our Father.” From long tradition, that has come to be the terminology. It 
doesn’t mean a male being, it means personality. If you don’t call God “He,” I 
                                               
36 Georgia Harkness, The Modern Rival of Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1952), 191-
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certainly don’t want to call God “She.” And the only other pronoun is “It,” and 
that depersonalizes God, which is contrary to the basic belief of a God of love, 
care, purpose, and concern. So, I shall continue to speak of God as “He,” but 
some people get very agitated over that.38 
 
For Harkness, the major concern for losing “Father” language was what she understood as a 
corresponding loss of the personality, and therefore relationality, of God. However, as 
indicated in the above quote, she also did not believe that Father language connoted maleness. 
As she explained in her article “The Abyss and the Given,” “Personalism…is too astute to 
consider such terms as ‘King,’ ‘Judge,’ and ‘Father,’ to be literal descriptions of God. It takes 
them, however, as symbolic descriptions of a literal person, a God whose actual character is 
described by them.”39 Thus, God as Father was important because it told of a personal God 
whose character was one of “love, care, purpose, and concern” for all God’s children. 
When not addressing God as “our Father,” Harkness tended toward other traditional 
language for the first person of the Trinity, including Lord, Creator, or simply God. It is worth 
noting that no other prayer of the seventy-nine stand-alone prayers was addressed to the other 
two persons of the Trinity. While part of the rationale for this choice could be the affinity 
Harkness showed for the theological and anthropological function of addressing God as “Our 
Father,” perhaps the simpler answer was that Harkness followed the traditional trinitarian 
shape of prayer that addressed God the Father, through Christ, by the power of the Holy 
                                               
38 Quoted in Rosemary Skinner Keller, For Such a Time as This (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992), 
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13, box 18, folder 108, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
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Spirit. As noted in the previous chapter, Harkness argued that the ascription “in Christ’s 
name” was important not only because of its common use in the Christian liturgical tradition, 
but also because “[t]o pray in Christ’s name is to pray in Christ’s spirit,”40 and called the 
person praying to embody the Christ in whose name he or she prayed. Yet, the work of the 
Holy Spirit was usually implied rather than explicitly mentioned in Harkness’s prayers. Most 
often, Harkness prayed that people be imbued or filled with “Thy Spirit.” Indeed, the “Holy 
Spirit” was only mentioned five times in the seventy-nine prayers, and two of these are 
quotations from Psalm 51:11 (“and take not thy holy spirit from me”) and two more from I 
Corinthians 6:19 (which describes our bodies as “temples of the Holy Spirit”). Thus, 
Harkness’s prayers were invariably addressed to God the Father, most often through Christ, 
and by the power of the Spirit, even if the Spirit was not called upon directly within the prayer 
itself. 
 
Theology in Action 
 
There are several key points of Harkness’s stated theology on prayer that were clearly 
demonstrated in her own composed prayers. First, in her earliest definitions of prayer, she 
described the act most basically as “man’s attempt to become consciously aware of the 
presence of God,” 41 and, in her later Prayer and the Common Life, she listed “a sense of 
God’s presence” as the first and most important aspect of prayers of petition.42 Throughout 
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her own prayers, she expressed this desire by entreating God to be near, present, or with the 
one who prays. She thus prayed that God would “Show us Thyself…in our daily living”43 and 
“bring us to Thy presence where no evil can dwell.”44 Likewise, her intercessory prayers 
asked God to “grant Thy presence to the friendless and desolate”45 and to give to those we 
love “an abiding sense of Thy nearness.”46 Conversely, humanity demonstrated its own 
sinfulness when “we have let slip from our lives the awareness of Thy presence”47 and 
allowed sin to lead us “to forgetfulness of Thee.”48 Opening up one’s self to God’s presence 
became the starting point, the sine qua non, of true Christian prayer.  
For those who were brought into the presence of God, the next natural step was to see 
the world as God sees it. Indeed, Harkness’s prayers were rife with allusions to taking on 
God’s vision so that one might “see the world as Thou dost see it.”49 At its most simple, this 
was expressed in the intercession/petition “open my/our/their eyes,”50 whether that was to new 
possibilities of service or the beauty of the world. At other times, Harkness’s prayers 
                                               
43 Harkness, “Continuing Instant in Prayer,” in The Glory of God, 78. 
 
44 Harkness, “For Deliverance from Evil Moods,” in The Glory of God, 80. 
 
45 Harkness, “In Loneliness,” in The Glory of God, 90. 
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50 Harkness, “For Self-Examination Before God,” in The Glory of God, 84; “In Weariness,” in 
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expressed a desire for a broadening of limited visual scope, whether stated positively—
“enlarge our/their vision”51—or negatively—“Deliver us from narrowness of vision”52 and 
“Save them from narrowness of outlook.”53 With one’s eyes opened and scope broadened, the 
petitioner could see better “the needs of a suffering world in our time”54 and “choose with 
clearer sight the next step.”55 This focus on praying for clearer and broader vision 
corresponded well with the purpose of prayer delineated in her Recovery of Ideals, in which 
she argued that we pray in part to “clear away obstacles to straight thinking” and “choose 
between competing emotions” as we “clarify” our ideals.56 
Yet, if prayer helped clarify ideals, Harkness also noted that it should “motivate” the 
one who prays “to act with power upon those [ideals] chosen as worthy.”57 As Harkness 
frequently asserted in her writing on prayer, this had much less to do with convincing God to 
overcome natural laws in some miraculous way and more to do with empowering the one who 
prayed with the resources to be a part of the solution to the problem for which he or she 
prayed.58 Thus, the object of Harkness’s petitions and intercessions was often not the 
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particular person or problem she hoped to address (e.g., “End all war”) but rather the subject 
of the prayer: “Endue [thy Church] with fresh awareness of its power”;59 “make strong our 
spirits to speak and to act as thou wouldst have us”;60 “Help us to proclaim Thy truth with 
courage”;61 and “empower [teachers] to bring forth the best in the lives of those who look to 
them for help.”62 Harkness’s prayers asked for both the vision to see clearly the way forward 
and the power to walk in it.  
As noted in the previous chapter,63 Harkness’s immanent deism affirmed that a 
personal God works through, not against, the natural order and physical laws of the world, 
which complicated intercessory prayer. Harkness thus thought it unwise to pray for miracles 
that ran counter to the laws God established to ensure an ordered world. How, then, should a 
person pray for the safety of a soldier fighting in war or the recovery of a sick person? In The 
Modern Rival of Christian Faith, Harkness suggested the prayer of Jesus in the garden of 
Gethsemane as an appropriate model: “My Father, if it be possible.”64 The language of “if it 
be possible” (or some similar derivation) was scattered throughout Harkness’s prayers, most 
                                               
 
59 Georgia Harkness, untitled, series 8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
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often for soldiers (e.g., “if it be possible bring them in safety to their homes”65) or for health 
(e.g., “If it be Thy will and within the order of Thy world, release me from this burden and 
restore me to strength and health”).66 Perhaps most telling was her prayer “In Sickness,” in 
which she requested, “If it may be, restore us to health. We ask no miracle of deliverance, and 
if in the order of nature our suffering must continue, help us to accept it without rebellion.”67 
The language of “if it be possible” guarded against the two extremes that Harkness’s 
immanent deism sought to avoid: on the one hand, an aloof and impersonal source who cannot 
respond to humanity’s deepest desires and longings; on the other, a chaotic and compulsive 
miracle worker who will overturn the natural order of the world in order to answer the most 
earnest and heartfelt prayer. 
 
Common Themes 
 
While many prominent themes can be drawn out from the content of Harkness’s 
prayers, three seem particularly important to understand better Harkness’s applied theology of 
prayer: confession, social justice, and prayers for enemies. As a self-professed “chastened 
liberal,” confession played a much more prominent role in her prayers than might be expected 
from other theological liberals. As mentioned previously, the most common features of her 
devotions were self-examination and confession, with guiding questions promoting self-
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examination and the corresponding prayer offering a related confession.68 So, in the devotion 
“Where Your Treasure Is,” built around the corresponding Matthew 6:24 text (“For where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”), her questions asked: 
Have I been more concerned about getting a good income, or having the things money 
will buy, than about doing the will of God? 
Have I, under the pretext of providing for family, been thinking most about how to 
make money for myself? 
Have I in my job cut moral corners in ways that will not stand the scrutiny of God? 
Have I looked upon my earthly possessions as a trust from God to be used in His 
service? Could I give more to His work? to relieve suffering? to help ______ or 
_____?69 
 
The subsequent prayer then entreated God,  
Forgive, O Lord, the selfishness of a society that in seeking its own gain denies to 
millions of Thy children food and clothing and shelter. Forgive, and save us lest we 
perish in our own self-seeking…Forgive the smallness of my spirit, that I have been 
too engrossed in my own concerns to think of Thee, too dull and selfish to share with 
others in Thy name, too prone to think of what I have as mine.70 
 
One of the main liturgical purposes of this devotion, and the many like it in Harkness’s work, 
was confession. 
With confession being one of the eight moods of prayer enumerated by Harkness, it is 
of little surprise that most of her stand-alone prayers also contained a confessional element. 
What often made Harkness’s prayers unique, however, was the attention paid to sins of 
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omission, the good work that had been left undone and not simply the harm that had been 
done. Harkness bid the community to confess “indifference,”71 “complacency,”72 “absorption 
in [our] own concerns,”73 “hardness of heart and callousness of soul,”74 and “hearts” that had 
“been dull before the agony of the world.”75 A paradigmatic example is the confessional 
section of Harkness’s “A Prayer for Peace,” in which she confessed,  
Not in overt acts of violence or enmity have we sinned against Thee, but in the 
indifference with which we go about our daily tasks in complacency before the agony 
of the world. Not in the making of war, but in our failure to make strong the 
foundations of peace have we been heedless to thy call. We hear, we proclaim, yet too 
often we cannot claim for ourselves Thy word, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
shall be called sons of God.”76 
 
If the sins of the church were so often indifference and complacency before the great 
evils of the world, Harkness’s petitions asked for God’s intervention in disrupting its 
numbness to the world’s problems: “Disturb us,”77 “purge us of…our callousness,”78 and 
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“implant in us a divine discontent.”79 For the ministers of the church, the call extended beyond 
being disturbed to disturbing others. In three separate prayers, she entreated God to move 
pastors to “speak boldly Thy word of judgment [up]on the sins of our time.”80 Thus, there was 
a natural sequence to many of Harkness’s prayers of confession that moved the one who 
prayed from a confession of indifference and callousness to a petition for a disruption of this 
confessed complacency and, particularly for ministers, the courage to declare boldly the 
judgments of God against the sins for which the church had too long been complacent. 
Connected to Harkness’s concern for confessing sins of omission was her attention to 
issues of social justice within her prayers. Most obviously, this was demonstrated in the 
subjects for which Harkness wrote prayers: “A Prayer for Peace,” “A Prayer for 
Reconciliation Among the Races,” “For Business and Professional Women,” “For 
Conscientious Objectors,” “For the Unemployed,” and “For Those of Other Races.” Racism, 
poverty, oppression, prejudice, and economic injustice were all common targets of her prayer. 
For example, she addressed the stain of racism in both her “For the World Day of Prayer” and 
“A Prayer for Reconciliation Among the Races,” in which she petitioned, “Grant us, O God, a 
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keener sense of the bonds that unite us, a more living spirit, a more steadfast determination to 
let no earthly barriers of race or color, of class or culture, divide us.”81  
However, just as Harkness’s writings on the connection between prayer and social 
action were connected to the larger social gospel movement,82 so too were the social topics for 
which she prayed. In many ways, the template for Harkness’s prayers on social justice was 
Walter Rauschenbusch’s Prayers of the Social Awakening, which included prayers “For the 
Children of the Street,” “For Women Who Toil,” “For Immigrants,” “For Men in Business,” 
“For Consumers,” “Against War,” and “Against the Servants of Mammon.”83 Like many 
Protestant liberals of the time, both Rauschenbusch and Harkness also raised topics that would 
now be considered less popular among social liberals, particularly the deleterious effects of 
alcohol and sexual immorality. Rauschenbusch included a “prayer of wrath” entitled, “Against 
Alcoholism” in which he entreated, “But still we cry to thee in the weary struggle of our 
people against the power of drink…May those who now entrap the feet of the weak and make 
their living by the degradation of men, thrust away their shameful gains and stand clear.”84 
Further, in discussing the temptations humanity faced, Rauschenbusch counted “sexual 
looseness” and “solicitations of alcoholism” alongside lying and cheating in business and 
political corruption.85 Harkness too raised similar social themes, praying, “Help me when 
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drugs and strong drink and illicit sex tear lives apart, to remember that save for the grace of 
God, there might I also be.”86 It is important for the contemporary reader to remember that 
mainline Protestantism of the early- and mid-twentieth century cannot be conflated simply 
with mainline Protestantism or progressive political views of today. 
Harkness further extended her prayers of social concern beyond friends and neighbors 
to enemies as well. Noting that it was Jesus “who…bade us to love our enemies, to do to them 
that hate us and to pray for them that despitefully use us,”87 she most often followed Christ’s 
prescription by praying for “those whom the world calls our enemies.”88 This particular 
language was telling because it reminded the ones who prayed that their “enemies” were often 
created by national and political forces out of a population with whom they had very little 
reason for personal animus, whether that was the Germans during World War II, the Soviets 
during the Cold War, or the Vietnamese during the Vietnam War. Her prayers of intercession 
for enemies thus most often included the people with whom the United States was at war. For 
example, at the height of World War II (1943), she prayed, “Grant Thy sustaining mercy, O 
God, to the people of those lands with which our country is at war. Make us to suffer in their 
suffering, and help us to do what we can to relive their pain.”89 At the conclusion of the war in 
a prayer written for Victory in Europe Day, she directed the community, “Let us pray for the 
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people of Germany, who have suffered the triple anguish of tyranny, war and now defeat.” 
Through these prayers, Harkness often connected the plight of the enemy to the plight of the 
one who prayed, asking that one’s enemies be led “with ourselves from darkness to light”90 
and “purge[d]…with ourselves, from self-seeking, from pride, from vengeance and hate.”91 
Finally, she ended several of these particular intercessions for enemies with the words of 
Christ on the cross: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”92 
 
Conclusion 
 
As an applied theologian, Georgia Harkness’s life work was to make the theology of 
the academy both understandable and applicable to the life of the average lay person. It should 
come as no surprise, then, that the prayers she wrote flowed naturally and consistently from 
the practical theology of prayer she espoused in her many writings on the topic. The structure 
of her prayers tended to follow the eight moods she enumerated in her work, though often 
contracting the prayer at particular theological connection points to a shorter five- or six-step 
prayer. She often drew on well-known biblical and liturgical sources that would be familiar to 
the average churchgoer to construct her prayers. The formal language she employed in her 
prayer encouraged a spirit of reverence in the one who prayed, while her theological position 
of immanent deism and anthropological concern for social justice found succinct expression 
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in her most-common address, “Our Father.” The social nature of prayer was witnessed 
consistently in the themes she addressed within her prayers (racial strife, economic injustice, 
war) that extended beyond concern for friends and neighbors to those that were often 
considered “other” (e.g., immigrants), stretching even to enemies. Hesitant to expect too much 
from a God who works within an ordered universe, her prayers of intercession modeled 
Christ’s own petition in the garden of Gethsemane: “If it be possible.” Similarly, as God most 
often works through people to accomplish God’s will rather than miraculously against the 
order of a universe governed by natural laws, her prayers moved the persons praying from 
opening themselves up to God’s presence, seeing the world rightly with the vision of God, and 
then being empowered by God to carry out God’s vision for the world. Such awareness also 
required confessing the ways in which the person had been complacent and indifferent to the 
needs of the world, so that his or her heart might once again be quickened to those needs and 
led to action on its behalf.  Thus, Harkness’s prayers both matched her writing on prayer and 
offered a cogent model that demonstrated how an imminent deist cautious of an overly-
interventionist God and optimistic of the role of humanity in working toward social justice 
could pray with faith and integrity. 
 
Worship Services 
While there are considerably more prayers written by Harkness than worship services 
compiled, she did leave behind both published and unpublished orders of worship that give 
limited insight into how her theology and suggested best practices of worship were embodied 
in the actual worship services she planned. Five services were published in the booklet O 
Worship the Lord: Righteousness Exalts a Nation, put out by The General Department of 
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Church Women, a branch of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. As 
the organization noted in the foreword, these services were produced “in response to repeated 
requests for worship services suitable for women’s groups.”93 Seven more services can be 
found throughout her archives. Like the five services in O Worship the Lord, most of the 
seven services were compiled for particular events outside of the ordinary Sunday morning 
parish worship: “A Service of Penitence, Intercession and Dedication,” “Spiritual Resources 
for Creating Peace,” “Furtherance of Christian Brotherhood and International Unity” for the 
International Christian University (ICU), “Worship Service for Race Relations Sunday,” “The 
World Day of Prayer” (1943), “A Thanksgiving Worship Service” (ICU), and a “Service of 
Dedication and Commitment.” Of the seven, only “Race Relations Sunday” and another 
untitled Advent service compiled with the purpose of “using resources in [our] own 
denominational books,” “hymns not so often used,” and remembering to pray for “needy areas 
(like Middle East)”94 were planned for use on a Sunday morning. 
Before examining these services, it is necessary both to explain possible reasons for 
the lack of Sunday morning worship services as well as note the particular limitations that 
come from studying these services for special occasions. First, and perhaps most obviously, 
Harkness planned fewer Sunday morning services because she never served as a parish 
pastor.95 Her involvement at the local congregational level was most often as a layperson 
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in 1926 and an elder in 1939, she could not participate as a member in the annual conference 
until after 1956 when the Methodist Church voted to grant full clergy rights to women. 
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worshipping at her local Methodist church or as a guest preacher of various Methodist 
churches throughout the country. Neither would have usually involved the planning of the 
Sunday service. Further, Harkness’s own predilections were to follow the standard order of 
worship found in the Methodist Church’s The Book of Worship for Church and Home. This 
can be demonstrated in her own handwritten “Order of Worship,” appended to the end of the 
previously mentioned Advent service. In it, she laid out her basic pattern for worship with a 
few parenthetical notes: 
Silence (for quietness and receptivity) 
Prelude 
Call to worship (god-centered)  
Hymn of praise (standing) (adoration and joy) 
Confession 
Silent meditation 
Words of assurance 
Lord’s Prayer 
Anthem 
Responsive reading 
Gloria 
Affirmation of faith 
Reading from Scriptures 
Pastoral prayer 
Offering 
Hymn of preparation 
Sermon 
Prayer 
Invitation to Christian discipleship 
Hymn of commitment 
Benediction 
Silent prayer 
Postlude96 
 
                                               
 
96 Georgia Harkness, “Order of Worship,” series 9, box 9, folder 37, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
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Compared to The Book of Worship for Church and Home’s “The Pattern for the 
Orders of Worship,”97 Harkness’s list was almost an exact copy of the order with very few 
emendations. She added silence at the beginning, excised the invocation and collect (though 
several of the following orders of worship in Book of Worship for Church and Home remove 
one or both in the more specific orders of worship that followed), added descriptors to the 
hymns to ensure that they served their particular liturgical function in the order (both 
preparation for the sermon and commitment to Christian discipleship), and flipped the order 
of the benediction and silent prayer, perhaps so that the service might be bookended in 
silence. If the few services Harkness did plan for Sunday mornings followed this basic order, 
there would be little impetus to write out a detailed order or save such an order after the 
service.  
Examining these services for special occasions thus brings particular limitations as 
well as possibilities. First, because the services fall outside of the local congregational context 
of regular Sunday worship, the sacraments of baptism and holy communion are never 
celebrated, leaving us unfortunate lacuna.98 Further, while the services allow the observer to 
see Harkness’s creativity and flexibility in producing liturgies for special occasions, it does 
not demonstrate the more normative, and therefore more formative, practices she would have 
prescribed for the regular Sunday-to-Sunday worship of a community. While she most likely 
would have used the general order set out in The Book of Worship for Church and Home, it 
would be helpful to see how she filled out this order with particular prayers, hymns, and songs 
                                               
97 “The Patterns for the Orders of Worship,” 1-2.  
 
98 Though judging by her close following of The Book of Worship for Church and Home in 
the general order of Sunday worship, it is likely she would have stuck quite closely to the 
worship book’s rubrics for the sacraments. 
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which would have given more insight into her liturgical and theological commitments in the 
very practical application of regular public worship. Yet, the occasional nature of these 
services perhaps gives a better sense of how Harkness worked from outside of a traditional 
Methodist ordo, which bears witness to her unique liturgical and theological commitments. 
 
Sources 
 
As with prayer, biblical material was the common and ubiquitous source for 
Harkness’s worship services. In addition to the day’s reading(s), Harkness regularly employed 
scripture for calls to worship, calls to prayer, versicles, sections of responsive readings and 
litanies, and benedictions. Clearly many of these uses of scripture in worship were not unique 
to Harkness (e.g., a Psalm for the call to worship is standard practice in many traditions), but 
perhaps the most unusual was the way she utilized scripture in meditations and litanies. Rather 
than one or two longer pericopes, Harkness often pieced together a series of shorter sections 
of scripture to create a new unit. For example, in her 1943 World Day of Prayer (which she 
planned and led with Sadie Mays99), the service was split into six sections: “Out of the 
Depths,” “Glory Be to Thee,” “O Lord, Forgive,” “Love Never Fails,” “We Offer unto Thee,” 
and “The Lord Reigneth.”100 Many of these sections employed a series of readings to 
underscore their particular liturgical and theological purpose. For example, the first section, 
“Out of the Depths,” began with a reading from Psalm 130 (“Out of the depths I cry to you, O 
                                               
99 Sadie Mays was a teacher, social worker, and wife to civil rights leader and Morehouse 
President Benjamin Mays. 
 
100 Georgia Harkness and Sadie Mays, “The World Day of Prayer,” March 12, 1943, series 10, 
box 11, folder 97, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL.  
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Lord...”) and the singing of Isaac Watts’s “O God, Our Help in Ages Past” (based on Psalm 
90). Following the hymn, a series of scriptural passages are read by several different voices: 
Leader: Isaiah 21:11 (“Sentinel, what of the night?”) 
First Voice: Lamentations 1:1, 12 (a once great city is brought to destruction) 
Second Voice: Romans 8:22-24 (all creation groans in labor pains waiting for the 
redemption of God) 
Third Voice: Isaiah 40:28-31 (the everlasting God will renew the strength of those 
who wait upon God) 
Leader: Isaiah 21:11-12 (“Sentinel, what of the night?...Morning comes, and also the 
night”) 
 
Following a lengthy prayer of intercession and supplication that itself drew heavily from 
scripture (e.g., Psalms 4:8, 28:9, 43:3, 51:10; Matthew 5:44; Colossians 3:14), another series 
of scriptures followed: 
Leader: Isaiah 9:2 (the people walking in darkness see a great light) 
First Voice: Genesis 1:1-3 (God creates the heavens and the earth) 
Second Voice: John 1:1-5 (“In the beginning was the Word…and the light shines in 
the darkness”) 
Third Voice: John 8:12 (“I am the light of the world.”) 
John 14:1 (“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me.”) 
John 16:32-33 (Jesus foretells how the disciples will abandon him and face 
persecution, “But take courage; I have conquered the world!”) 
Leader: Psalm 130:1, 7b (“Out of the depths I cried unto Thee, O Lord. With the Lord 
there is mercy and with Him is plenteous redemption.”) 
 
Like a quilt, Harkness stitched together various small portions of scripture to create larger 
segments around a particular theme. In this case, the first section of scripture answered the 
sentinel’s question (“What of the night?”) metaphorically; the night was destruction and 
creation groaning in pain awaiting redemption. Yet, it ended with the promise that day would 
come, that those who waited through the night would find strength renewed: “they shall 
mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not 
faint” (Is. 40:31). After praying for those who wait for redemption, the final section of 
scripture depicted God’s promise of light that stretched from the creation of light in Genesis 
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and found its fulfillment in Christ, the Light of the world. The series of scriptural texts was 
thus used by Harkness to move the worshippers out of the depths of present darkness to the 
promised Light. 
In addition to scripture, Harkness also employed elements of classical liturgical texts, 
including the Sursum corda (the dialogue beginning, “Lift up your hearts!”),101 the Gloria 
Patri,102 the Gloria in excelsis,103 and the Collect for Purity.104 She also regularly used prayers 
from both from the Methodist Book of Worship for Church and Home (1945) and the 
Anglican/Episcopalian Book of Common Prayer. For example, her Advent worship service 
drew on the suggested collect and prayer of confession for Advent from the Book of 
Worship.105 Tellingly, she adapted the prayer of confession, not only simplifying the reference 
to “our Lord Jesus Christ” to “Jesus” (perhaps to emphasize his humanity), but also amending 
the ending of the prayer. Originally, the prayer ended, “that we may glorify his nativity with 
                                               
101 Georgia Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace: A Service of Worship: 
Spiritual Interpretation, and Personal Dedication,” February 9, 1944, series 4, box 4, folder 
127, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
102 Georgia Harkness, “Worship Service for Race Relations Sunday,” series 8, box 7, folder 
36, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, IL. 
 
103 Harkness and Mays, “The World Day of Prayer.” 
 
104 Georgia Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace: A Service of Worship: 
Spiritual Interpretation, and Personal Dedication,”; and “Service of Dedication and 
Commitment” (adapted from John Wesley’s Covenant Renewal Service in The Book of 
Worship for Church and Home, 46-53), box 14, series 12, folder 12, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
105 Georgia Harkness, untitled, series 9, box 9, folder 33, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL; taken from The 
Book of Worship for Church and Home, 35-36.  
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hearts of compassion, deeds of kindly service, and the spirit of good will toward all mankind; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord.”106 Harkness’s version closed, “that we may glorify his nativity 
with hearts of compassion, deeds expressing thy love and justice towards all men, in the spirit 
of Christ.” Harkness’s change emphasized Christ as a model for humanity’s works, not simply 
of “kindly service” but of “love and justice.” This adaption demonstrated Harkness’s own 
commitments to wedding worship with works of social justice, and making the connection 
more explicit in the worshipping life of the church. Further, in her service,“Righteousness 
Exalts a Nation,” she employed the Episcopal Church’s Book of Common Prayer’s collect 
“For Our Country” as an intercessory prayer towards the end of the service.107 
 The other favorite traditional prayer Harkness turned to several times was the prayer 
attributed to St. Anselm, and it was no doubt used because it combined Harkness’s respect for 
tradition with her zeal for justice:  
We bring before thee, O Lord, the troubles and perils of peoples and nations, the 
suffering of prisoners and captives, the sorrows of the bereaved, the necessities of 
strangers, the helplessness of the weak, the despondency of the weary, the failing 
powers of the aged. O Lord, draw near to each for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.108 
 
Using much of the language Jesus himself drew on from Isaiah to inaugurate his mission in 
the temple (Luke 4), Anselm voiced Harkness’s commitment to be near to those to whom 
Christ draws near: the least of these in society. 
                                               
106 The Book of Worship for Church and Home, 36. 
 
107 Harkness, “Righteousness Exalts a Nation,” in O Worship the Lord, 5. 
 
108 Georgia Harkness, “A Service of Penitence, Intercession and Dedication,” series 4, box 3, 
folder 97; and “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace: A Service of Worship.” 
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Unsurprisingly, another main source for Harkness’s worship services was prayers from 
ecumenical and international resources. These ranged from the Affirmation of Unity from the 
1937 Edinburgh World Council on Faith and Order,109 a statement of purpose from the 
ecumenical gathering of Protestant leaders known as the Delaware Conference that met in 
Delaware, Ohio, to discuss issues of war and peace (1942),110 a prayer “For Racial 
Reconciliation” from J. S. Hoyland’s A Book of Prayers Written For Use in an Indian 
College,111 and the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights.112  Interestingly, she 
interspersed readings from the U. N. Declaration of Human Rights with corresponding verses 
from scripture, creating a pastiche similar to the knitting together of various pieces of 
scripture described above: 
FIRST VOICE: Article 1. All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and 
rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience, and should act towards one 
another in a spirit of brotherhood. 
SECOND VOICE: Have we not all one father? Has not one God created us? Why then 
are we faithfulness to one another, profaning the covenant of our fathers? (Malachi 
2:10) 
FIRST VOICE: Article 2. Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth 
in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, language, 
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other 
status… 
SECOND VOICE: And he made from one every nation of men to live on all the face 
of the earth… (Acts 17:26)113 
 
                                               
109 Georgia Harkness, “Furtherance of Christian Brotherhood and International Unity,” series 
8, box 7, folder 23, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
110 Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace.”  
 
111 Ibid. 
 
112 Harkness, “The Life Abundant,” in O Worship the Lord, 9-11. 
 
113 Ibid., 9. 
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Each biblical passage served both to bolster and to interpret the call for fair treatment of all 
humanity. This broad use of ecumenical and international texts made sense because many of 
the services Harkness planned were for groups, often women’s groups, that spanned many 
different mainline denominations and nationalities. 
More surprisingly, at least to the modern reader, was the use of readings from 
important national texts of the United States. For instance, Harkness began the section “An 
Act of Commitment” in her service “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace,” with the 
worship leader addressing the congregation: “Let us think about the meaning for our time of 
certain historic words that state our duty and our destiny.” Various readers then recited 
selections from the Declaration of Independence (“We hold these truths to be self evident”) 
and President Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address (“It is for us, the living, rather to be here 
dedicated to the task”).114 Similarly, in a unison reading under the heading “An Act of 
Dedication,” Harkness put the words of President Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address in the 
mouths of the congregation: 
With malice towards none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives 
us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s 
wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his 
orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among 
ourselves and with all nations.115 
 
These historic readings from the United States’s national life seem to be utilized in ways 
similar to her adaptation of ecumenical and international texts. Like many mainline Protestant 
liberals, she believed in the democratic ideals of the United States as well as the mission of 
                                               
114 Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace.” Also included in this section of 
readings was the aforementioned statement from the Delaware Conference. 
 
115 Harkness, “A Service of Penitence, Intercession and Dedication.” 
 
 
 
153 
the United Nations as the best chance to secure world peace and overcome international 
conflicts. While always secondary to scripture, Harkness chose texts that called the 
worshipper to live up to the same ideals that the biblical witness propounds, using the national 
texts as further evidence that the ideals of justice, peace, and equality were the best common 
ideals for the entirety of humanity.  
 
Forms 
 
One of the most obvious aspects of Harkness’s worship services was their relatively 
fixed forms. While Harkness argued that public worship could be both more or less formal in 
tone—accomplished faithfully “through stately liturgy or Spirit-filled exhortation”116—her 
own services definitely tended toward the former. Readings, litanies, and prayers were all 
prescribed and very little was left open to spontaneity. Only once in “The World Day of 
Prayer” did she offer explicit space for “brief extemporaneous prayers” from members of the 
congregation.117 Thus, while her writings on worship left room for more extemporaneous or 
charismatic forms of worship, her preference for a more formal and fixed liturgy was 
demonstrated by the services she created. 
Second, as noted in the previous chapter, there was a close connection between prayer 
and worship in the work of Harkness, and this was also demonstrated in her services of public 
worship. Most notably, Harkness often used the moods of prayer as a template for worship 
services. This could be witnessed in “A Service of Penitence, Intercession, and Dedication,” 
which took three of the moods of prayer and extended and translated them into a worship 
                                               
116 Georgia Harkness, The Fellowship of the Holy Spirit (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 171. 
 
117 Harkness and May, “The World Day of Prayer.” 
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service. In longer form, the moods of prayer, whether the more compact five or the extended 
eight, often seemed a guiding structure around which the entire service was built. Her 
“Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace” can be studied as a paradigmatic example.  
After a call to worship from the Psalms (Ps. 145:18; Ps. 84:4-6, 11-12) and the Collect 
for Purity, the service first focused on adoration and thanksgiving, proclaiming the Sursum 
corda dialogue and moving into a litany of adoration (with the common refrain: “We praise 
and bless thy glorious name, O God”). The litany ended with an adapted prayer for 
illumination from James Martineau, the first stanza of “Spirit of God Descend upon My 
Heart” (again, used as a prayer for illumination), and then proceeded to the series of biblical 
readings around the theme of peace as described above.   
Having heard the biblical call of peace, the service transitioned to the mood of 
penitence with an original litany of confession that Harkness seemed to have written for the 
World Day of Prayer in 1943 (and which she used in several services). Like many of her 
confessional prayers, the litany covered sins of commission (“Our disobedience to Thy laws, / 
Our strife and ruthless competition, / Our crushing of our brothers’ souls”) and omission 
(“want of kindness and charity,” “Our toleration of cruelty and disease,” “Our luxury and 
idleness”), as well as issues of social injustice (asking deliverance “From prejudice and false 
sentiment, / From arrogance about our race, our country, or our class”).  
Next she turned to the mood of intercession, again drawing from several sources (the 
aforementioned prayers of St. Anselm and “For Racial Reconciliation” from Hoyland’s A 
Book of Prayers Written for Use in an Indian College as well as her original “A Prayer for 
God’s Help in These Times”118) to pray for peace for the marginalized and oppressed, friends 
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and family, enemies, those who strive for justice, youth, and the Church Universal. The 
service ended with the Hoyland prayer that served as a pivot point between intercession (in 
the first three paragraphs) and commitment: 
God of all nations, we pray Thee for all the peoples of Thy earth; for those who are 
consumed in mutual hatred and bitterness; for those who make bloody war upon their 
neighbors; for those who tyrannously oppress; for those who groan under cruelty and 
subjection. 
We pray Thee for all those who bear rules and responsibility; for child-races and dying 
races; for outcast tribes, the backward and the down-trodden; for the ignorant, the 
wretched, the enslaved. 
We beseech Thee to teach mankind to live together in peace, no man exploiting the 
weak, no man hating the strong, each race working out its own destiny, unfettered, 
self-respecting, fearless. 
Teach us to be worthy of freedom, free from social wrong, free from individual 
oppression and contempt, pure of heart and hand, despising none, defrauding none, 
giving to all men in all the dealings of life the honor we owe to those who are Thy 
children, whatever their color, their race or their caste. Amen.119 
 
Harkness then moved the service to dedication/commitment, using the aforementioned 
readings from the Declaration of Independence, Gettysburg, and the Delaware Conference and 
ending with the singing of John Addington Symond’s “These Things Shall Be,” which 
presented an ideal vision of a peaceful and just world to which the worshipper was dedicating 
herself: 
These things shall be: a loftier race 
than e’er the world hath known shall rise 
with flame of freedom in their souls 
and light of knowledge in their eyes. 
 
They shall be gentle, brave, and strong 
to spill no drop of blood, but dare 
all that may plant man’s lordship firm 
on earth, and fire, and sea, and air. 
 
Nation with nation, land with land, 
unarmed shall live as comrades free; 
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in every heart and brain shall throb 
the pulse of one fraternity. 
 
New arts shall bloom of loftier mold, 
and mightier music thrill the skies, 
and every life shall be a song, 
when all the earth is paradise. 
 
Before the final benediction, the service ended with a unison prayer of dedication to God, with 
language reminiscent of the Book of Worship for Church and Home’s oblation (and, by 
extension, the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer’s oblation) in the communion rite: 
We offer unto Thee, O Lord, our bodies, our minds, our souls, to be a reasonable, holy 
and living sacrifice unto Thee. Accept this our offering of ourselves, and hallow it by 
Thy Spirit, that we may rightly use our gifts and powers for Thee. Through our service 
let Thy kingdom come and Thy will be done on earth. Through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.120 
 
Finally, while a prayer would normally end with the ascription in Jesus’ name, the service of 
worship ended more fittingly with a benediction (1 Peter 5:10), blessing the people and 
sanctifying the act of worship under the Name of the triune God, “To him be glory and 
dominion forever and ever.”    
 
Common Themes 
 
Similar to her prayers, there were several features of Harkness’s worship services that 
stood out and indicated her own liturgical priorities. The most obvious was her heavy use of 
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Protestant liberal view that human agency played some role in bringing in the kingdom. 
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litanies and responsive readings. As noted in the previous chapter, Harkness’s writings on 
worship argued for a more actively engaged congregation. In The Gospel and the World, she 
claimed that part of the reason for the growth of both conservative fundamentalism and 
Roman Catholicism was that both services provided “something for the congregation 
themselves to do”—the former with more spontaneous actions and the latter with ritual 
movements.121 Too many mainline services left the congregation largely passive, which 
encouraged a corresponding passivity even during the few times when a congregational 
response was called for (e.g., hymn singing).122 Harkness’s at least partial remedy for 
congregational passivity was to include more litanies and responsive readings in which the 
congregation could take a more active role.  She believed that along with hymns and unison 
prayers, litanies and responsive readings provided “opportunities for corporate self-
expression.” As she noted about the large number in the service she composed for the World 
Day of Prayer, “My love of litanies and the conviction that we worship best when all 
participate prompted the inclusion of several of these.”123 
Harkness’s love of litanies and responsive readings is apparent from even the most 
cursory glance at her worship services. All but two of the services employed at least one 
                                               
121 Georgia Harkness, The Gospel and the World (New York: Abingdon, 1949), 49-50. 
 
122 As quoted above in Chapter Two, Harkness noted in Religious Living: “There is little 
enough opportunity in a church service for personal participation, but people often cut 
themselves off from what there is by passively looking on” ([New York: Association Press, 
1937], 56).  
 
123 Georgia Harkness, “Writing the Service for the World Day of Prayer,” series 4, box 4, 
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responsive reading, 124 and her service for the World Day of Prayer included several: “A 
Litany of Petition and Intercession,” a responsive prayer of adoration, “A Litany of 
Repentance,” “A Litany of Love” (written by Sadie Mays), a responsive commitment to 
justice, and a unison prayer.125 Harkness thus used litanies and responsive readings for a 
variety of liturgical purposes that corresponded generally with the moods of prayer: 
adoration/thanksgiving, repentance, intercession, and dedication/commitment. For example, 
two of her services used the following litany as an act of adoration, beginning with the 
Sursum corda: 
Leader: Lift up your hearts! 
People: We lift them up unto the Lord. 
Leader: Let us give thanks unto our Lord. 
People: It is meet and right so to do. 
Leader: Almighty and Everlasting God, who dost enkindle the flame of thy love in the 
hearts of thy people,126 
People: We praise and bless thy glorious Name, O God. 
Leader: For all who have witnessed a good confession for thy glory, the saints of all 
ages; for patriarchs, prophets, apostles, and martyrs, 
People: We praise and bless thy glorious Name, O God. 
Leader: For thy servants in all lands and of all names, who even in these days are 
laboring with Thee to redeem the world, 
People: We praise and bless thy glorious Name, O God. 
Leader: For our unity in Christ which exists beneath the wrath of war and the 
oppression and injustice of men, 
People: We praise and bless thy glorious Name, O God. 
 
 
 
                                               
124 One of these services, “The Day Is Ended,” was a service designed for a radio program, 
making responsive readings impractical (O Worship the Lord, 12-15). 
 
125 Harkness and Mays, “The World Day of Prayer.” 
 
126 “Almighty and Everlasting God, who dost enkindle the flame of thy love in the hearts of 
thy saints” is the collect for “A Saint’s Day” in the 1928 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer.  
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Leader: For thy Church Universal, in whose fellowship people of all nations, races, 
tongues, and creeds are bound together, awaiting the day of fulfillment and the dawn 
of peace, 
People: We praise and bless thy glorious Name, O God.127 
 
Litanies and responsive readings were one of the main tools Harkness utilized throughout her 
worship services to increase congregational participation and truly make her liturgies the 
“work of the people.” 
While the congregation was more involved in Harkness’s services, the formal role of a 
pastor seemed to decrease. No doubt part of this diminishment could be explained by the 
context of the worship services; these were not Sunday morning services and were often 
planned for groups of women (at times in which women could not serve as parish pastors in 
most denominations), so the services seemed to be planned as if an ordained minister would 
not be present. As mentioned previously, this particular context for the services made the 
celebration of the eucharist impractical, but it also reduced the role of the sermon in the 
service. Only two of the services included space for a message or address, while the others 
used several different tacks for the proclamation of the word (in addition to the reading of 
scripture). Many of the services in Righteousness Exalts a Nation included a short scripted 
section that served as a meditation on the scriptural passage and theme, allowing anyone to 
serve as the “preacher” for that particular service. In the 1943 World Day of Prayer service, 
the meditation is interspersed with congregational song: 
Leader: More than nineteen centuries ago in an obscure corner of the earth a Jewish 
boy was born in a stable. When he grew to manhood he was possessed by a living faith 
that all men are sons of God and that when you hurt man you hurt God. He suffered 
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the hate of a world that did not share his vision that love is the way of God, and died 
on a cross between two thieves. Yet his vision lives on in the hearts of men. As it takes 
possession of us, peace and power flows into our lives. 
Stanza 1: “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go” (SAINT MARGARET) 
Leader: Christians, if they would share Christ’s faith, could teach the nations of the 
earth how to bring peace to a suffering world. Christians could teach that acquisitions 
of political, material, and commercial power are not permanent possessions but are as 
vapors of night, which vanish in the morning of reality. Christians could teach that 
love never fails, for its light shines on in the darkness and the darkness cannot 
overpower it. 
Stanza 2: “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go” 
Leader: Jesus cared for people. For His disciples, for little children, for the sick and 
the poor, for rich tax collectors and blind beggars, for women scorned by “the 
respectable,” even for His murderers, He cared. Through love He brought strength to 
the weak and new life to those bound down by sin. When in our indifference and pride 
we fail to follow His way, we lost the Vision and the Power that can lift us and make 
us one. 
Stanza 4: “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go”128 
 
This example gives both an example of Harkness’s script with its emphasis on Christ’s 
model for love lived out in concrete actions for the marginalized and of the avoidance of 
passivity on the part of the congregation by interspersing the meditation with congregational 
song. While the choice to write out scripts for leaders was in part a practical result of the 
services’ contexts, it could also be argued that there was more to Harkness’s choice. By 
constructing services that did not need an ordained pastor, it allowed the congregation—often 
made up almost entirely of women—to lead the entire service. Second, as pointed out in the 
Chapter Two, Harkness warned of the inherent dangers of services that had become almost 
entirely sermon-centric.129 Planning services without sermons helped demonstrate that 
sermons were an important, but not essential, part of the corporate worship of God; there were 
other ways in which scripture could be proclaimed and interpreted, particularly outside of the 
                                               
128 Harkness and Mays, “The World Day of Prayer.” 
 
129 See my Chapter Two, 86-87. 
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Sunday morning service. Finally, scripted services without a sermon helped democratize roles 
in the service and created a much less hierarchical liturgical leadership structure.  
The final common element in many of Harkness’s worship services was the increased 
role of silence as a component part of the liturgy. In describing essential differences between 
“general types” of worship in Religious Living, Harkness claimed that the types of worship 
could be differentiated by their “main feature”: silence, liturgy, or the sermon. She ascribed 
liturgy to the Roman Catholics and Episcopalians, sermons to most Protestants 
denominations, and silence to the Society of Friends (Quakers). She seemed drawn to the 
silence of the Quakers, perhaps because of her own lineage within the movement (her great-
grandparents). As noted in Chapter One, she once remarked, “I have so high a regard for the 
Quakers that, had it been my lot to be born one, I should doubtless have been as happy in that 
fellowship.”130 With the Quakers, she argued that silence was far too rare in most of the word-
oriented services: “Most people do not know what to do with silence…[so] [w]e should 
cultivate further its power, both privately and in group worship.”131  
Harkness began cultivating silence by adding it to the standard order of worship from 
The Book of Worship for Church and Home—noting that it is for the purpose of “quietness 
and receptivity”—and switching the order of the benediction and the time of silence so silence 
would end the service as well. Beginning and ending the week-to-week service with silence 
demonstrated the essential nature of silence for preparing the congregant for worship, opening 
                                               
130 Georgia Harkness, “Autobiography of Dr. Georgia Harkness, written for the Pacific Coast 
Theological Group in the 1950s,” series 1, box 1, folder 1, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 4. 
 
131 Harkness, Religious Living, 57. 
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oneself to hear from God, and reflecting on God’s call as the worshipper prepared to go out 
into the world. Silence also was employed in her other planned services in a few different 
ways. First, it was often used between a series of readings, both scriptural and from the other 
sources mentioned above, seemingly to help the congregant reflect upon what they had just 
heard. For example, times of silence separated the readings from the Declaration of 
Independence, the Gettysburg Address, and the Delaware Conference in “Spiritual Resources 
for Creating Peace.”132 Harkness occasionally used silence after prayers of confession for 
further self-examination. For example, in her “World Day of Prayer” service, the prayer of 
confession was followed by a “Silent Self-Examination before God,” in which the rubric 
explained, “Each person will read in silence the following affirmations and questions, 
meditating upon them in earnest self-examination before God.” Then followed questions very 
much like the questions of self-examination she provided in her devotional material:   
God has redeemed me through His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. Have I shown forth by 
my lips and life my thanks to Him for His unspeakable gift? 
 
God has set before me an open door into His presence through worship and prayer. 
Have I daily entered it? 
 
God has bestowed upon me particular gifts of body, mind, and spirit. Have I used 
these gifts, and all others from His hand, in obedience to His holy will? 
God has placed me among a great people and has made of one blood all nations. Have 
I used my love of country to His glory, exalting His Kingdom above all rival claims? 
 
God has called me to labor with Him, as I may, for peace on earth, good will among 
men. Have I put from me all tempers that make for strife and given myself to the 
fashioning of a great community of love?133 
 
                                               
132  Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace.” 
 
133 Harkness and Mays, “The World Day of Prayer.”  
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Finally, Harkness added moments of silence after prayers of petition or litanies of trust. For 
instance, after her “A Litany of Petition and Intercession” in “The World Day of Prayer,” she 
left a moment of silence “For self-searching upon the petitions of the litany.”134  
There seemed to be two main purposes of silence in Harkness’s services. First, if 
worship is to be a dialogue with God that combines “alertness and receptivity” (as argued by 
Harkness in Prayer and the Common Life135), silence was an essential way in which the 
worshipping community put itself in a posture to hear from God. Second, silence seemed to be 
a key way in which the individual worshipper appropriated the liturgical act for herself. As 
Harkness noted in several places, there was an inherent danger, especially in more formal 
liturgical traditions, of worshippers racing through the responses and hymns of the liturgy 
without taking on the words and actions as their own.136 Silence appeared to be one way in 
which Harkness paused after significant liturgical acts—confession, petition and intercession, 
and the worship service as a whole—to encourage the worshippers to appropriate the prayers 
for themselves and add their own needs, desires, joys, and confessions to the communal voice. 
Silence thus played an important role in Harkness’s liturgical understanding of worship as 
corporate, yes, but always a corporate gathering made up of persons. 
 
Conclusion 
 
While left with a smaller and more limited sample set than her written prayers, there is 
still much to be gleaned from Harkness’s worship services. First, as an evangelical liberal who 
                                               
134 Ibid. 
 
135 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 149. 
 
136 For example, see ibid., 154-55. 
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was often traveling the via media, Harkness demonstrated her mediating position by 
employing a range of both traditional and contemporary sources—biblical, traditional, 
ecumenical, international, and national—throughout her services. Taking bits and pieces from 
each source, she wove together a sermon built around a common theme and pointing toward a 
common ideal. While such an approach ran the risk of prooftexting and taking the various 
readings out of their original context, it could also help the worshipper make connections 
between different biblical texts as well as between the ancient words of the biblical, ecclesial 
tradition, and contemporary culture, which was always a priority of theological liberals from 
whose wool Harkness was cut. 
More interesting was Harkness’s use of scriptural texts alongside national texts such as 
the Gettysburg Address. From today’s vantage point, such a juxtaposition seems like a 
dangerous mixture of church and state that could give the impression that these documents 
somehow rose to the same level of inspiration as scripture. However, it seems that Harkness 
felt free to use those national texts whose ideals she believed corresponded with the ideals of 
Christ’s kingdom while also acknowledging in prayers of confession and intercession those 
many places where her country had fallen short of the ideals these texts envisioned. It also 
demonstrates how many in mainline denominations like Methodism, even those often critical 
of policies of the United States, understood their religious heritage as inextricably woven into 
the fabric of their country’s civic landscape.  
Also, while Harkness argued that faithful worship could be spontaneous or formal, her 
own proclivities led her to a more formal liturgical expression that generally followed her 
moods of prayer: adoration/thanksgiving, confession, petition/intercession, and 
dedication/commitment. In each of these sections, Harkness’s priority was an actively 
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engaged congregation, most often accomplished through litanies and responsive readings, but 
also by the more traditional singing of hymns and unison prayers. Because these services were 
often written for ecumenical, and even international, women’s groups, the sermon was less 
centralized, not only giving voice to women but guarding against the ever-present Protestant 
danger of building a service entirely around the sermon (and thus, the pastor) without 
displacing the word. Finally, an actively engaged congregant not only needed words to speak 
actively, but silence in which to hear from God and appropriate the liturgical actions of 
adoration, confession, intercession, and commitment. As with most aspects of Harkness’s 
thought and practice, her services demonstrated a balance between active engagement and 
receptive listening, traditional texts and contemporary readings, adoration and confession, 
thanksgiving and intercession, the corporate voice of the congregation and the individual 
appropriation of the service’s message so that the whole person was drawn into the public 
worship of the triune God. 
  
Hymns 
Along with the prayers she composed and the worship services she planned, 
Harkness’s other major contribution to the worshipping church was the hymn texts she wrote. 
Most famously, the Hymn Society of America chose her “Hope of the World, Thou Christ of 
Great Compassion” from among 500 submissions entered around the theme of “Jesus 
Christ—the Hope of the World” for the Second Assembly of the World Council of Churches 
in Evanston, Illinois (1954). Yet, she wrote nineteen other hymn texts as well that not only 
demonstrated her commitment to providing resources for the worshipping church, but also 
showed her dedication to an evangelical liberalism that balanced traditional evangelical 
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themes of adoration of God, Christ’s salvific work on the cross, and evangelism with liberal 
themes of creation care, ecumenism, and social justice. Finally, her hymn texts continued to 
use the moods of prayer she employed in both her prayers and worship services.  
 
Origins of Harkness’s Hymn Text Writing 
 
As noted in the first chapter, Harkness began writing poetry in November of 1931 after 
taking a poetry writing class from a friend who came to teach the course at Elmira.137 
However, her first hymn texts were not published until The Glory of God (1943). Yet, in 
correspondence with her doctoral advisor Edgar Brightman, the origins of her hymn text 
writing can be pinpointed to sometime in the latter half of 1933. As she wrote to Brightman in 
a letter dated December 1933,  
I have developed a new avocation lately, namely hymn writing. I will send you copies 
of three for which I made up the words and melody, the harmony being furnished by 
our church organist, also another for which I made up the harmony myself last 
Sunday. My ignorance of music is colossal, and you may find it violating a lot of 
harmonic rules. Yesterday I did the words and music of a Christmas carol, but this is 
not yet perfected… .I have not tried yet to market any of the hymns but I think I may 
send them to (hymnal editor) H. Augustine Smith and ask his advice.138 
 
The three texts she sent—“Hear Thou My Prayer, O God” (“Companion God”), “Grant Me 
Today This Prayer” (“A Prayer”), and “My Handiwork, O Lord” (“Handiwork”)—all ended 
up in later books of poetry (the first in Glory to God and the second two in Be Still and Know, 
all without suggested tunes, as will be discussed below), but the tunes she wrote for each did 
                                               
137 See my Chapter One, 28-29. 
 
138 Georgia Harkness to Edgar Brightman, December 1933, series 13, box 18, folder 101, 
Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, IL. 
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not reappear in publication. Indeed, no tune composed by Harkness was ever published, 
perhaps due to her own recognition of her “ignorance of music” that left tune writing to those 
gifted with the craft. Yet, these first forays into hymn text writing were important because 
they underscored how quickly Harkness moved from writing poetry to trying her hand at the 
metric verse of hymns.  
 
Which Poems Are Hymn Texts? 
 
Yet, because Harkness wrote both poetry and hymn texts, one of the questions that 
arises is how to determine which texts are hymn texts and which are simply metric poems. 
First, there are those texts that are obviously hymn texts because they were submitted and 
chosen for various Hymn Society of America contests. Five of Harkness’s hymn texts fall into 
this category: “God of the Fertile Fields” (hymns for rural communities); “Hope of the 
World” (hymns for the Evanston gathering of the WCC around the theme Jesus Christ—Hope 
of the World); “Tell It! Tell It Out with Gladness” (hymns on the importance of the Bible); 
“Shed Thou, O Lord, Thy Light” (hymns on Christian patriotism); and “The Earth Thou 
Gavest, Lord, Is Thine” (hymns on Christian stewardship).  
The second obvious grouping is those eight hymn texts published in The Glory of God, 
Be Still and Know, or Grace Abounding that Harkness accompanied with a suggested hymn 
tune with which to sing the text. These include: “Father All Bountiful,” “God of Light and 
Life and Glory,” “Lift Me, O Lord, into Thy Living Light,” “Lift Up Your Hearts,” “O God of 
Life, by Whom Our Lives Are Given,” “Speak through the Living Silence,” “Thy Word, O 
God, the Book of Life,” and “We Thank Thee Now, Our God.” 
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However, the least obvious texts are those that seem to be hymnic in form but are not 
accompanied by a suggested tune. Here I follow the criteria presented by Deborah Loftis in 
her master’s thesis, “The Hymns of Georgia Harkness.” Loftis argued that those poems that fit 
her stated definition of a hymn—“a metrical poem to be sung in corporate worship which 
expresses one’s beliefs about God and His purpose or ascribes praise to Him”—should also be 
included.139 Using this criterion, she added five more Harkness texts to the list of hymns: “The 
Glory of His Majesty,” “Hear Thou My Prayer, O God” (also included as a hymn in 
Harkness’s letter to Brightman), “A Heavenly Host Sang in the Night,” “King of Glory, Lord 
We Hail Thee,” and “O God Most Holy.”  
Yet, by this same criterion, two other hymn texts should be added to the list. First, 
because it was both a metric poem to God and sent to Brightman as one of her first hymns, 
“My Handiwork, O Lord, Establish Thou” should also be considered a hymn text.140 Second, 
while the majority of “This Is My Song, O God of All the Nations,” was written by Lloyd 
Stone, Harkness’s addition of an original third stanza was a key interpretive stanza that made 
it particularly suitable for Christian worship. Thus, it too should be considered one of 
                                               
139 Deborah Carlton Loftis, “The Hymns of Georgia Harkness (1891-1974)” (master’s thesis, 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, May 1977), 2, 74. 
 
140 I do not consider “Grant Me Today This Prayer” (“A Prayer for Wisdom”), the third hymn 
sent to Brightman, to fit the criteria for a hymn because while it is metered, in my estimation 
its mention of both the pagan god Pan (“Grant me today this prayer: /…That beauty of the 
inward soul / For which the wise man prayed to Pan”) and Socrates (“Like Socrates, I too /  
would have the life within…”) make it unsuitable for corporate worship (Harkness, Be Still 
and Know [New York: Abingdon, 1953], 90). 
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Harkness’s texts, albeit a partial one. Using this criterion, we are left with twenty hymn texts, 
which will be listed with both meter and suggested tune.141 
 
                                               
141 For those texts for which Harkness did not suggest tunes, I use Loftis’s suggestions except 
for “My Handiwork, O Lord,” which will be my own suggestion since Loftis did not consider 
it in her list of texts. 
Title     Meter Suggested Tune 
1. God of the Fertile Fields 6.6.4.6.6.6.4 KIRBY BEDON, OLIVET, SERUG 
2. Hope of the World, Thou Christ of 
Great Compassion 
 
11.10.11.10 DONNE SECOURS, ANCIENT OF 
DAYS 
3. Tell It! Tell It Out with Gladness 
 
8.7.8.7.D. HYMN TO JOY, HYFRYDOL 
4. Shed Thou, O Lord, Thy Light 6.4.6.4.D. BREAD OF LIFE 
5. The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is 
Thine 
 
CMD ELLACOMBE, GERALD 
6. Father All Bountiful 
 
6.4.6.4.D. THE OLD REFRAIN 
7. God of Life and Light and Glory 8.7.8.7.D. HYMN TO JOY 
8. Lift Me, O Lord, into Thy living 
Light 
 
10.10.10.10 ELLERS 
9. Lift Up Your Hearts 
 
10.10.10.10.10.10 FINLANDIA 
10. O God of Life, by Whom Our 
Lives Are Given 
 
11.10.11.10 ANCIENT OF DAYS 
11. Speak through the Living Silence 7.6.7.6 BREMEN VULPIUS 
12. Thy Word, O God, the Book of 
Life 
 
CMD MATERNA 
13. We Thank Thee Now, Our God 6.6.6.6.8.8 ARTHUR’S SEAT 
14. The Glory of His Majesty 
 
14.14.14.14 CLONMEL 
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Structure 
 
With even the most cursory of examinations, there are a few observations worth noting 
about Harkness’s hymn texts. First, she utilized eleven different meters and only used three of 
them more than twice (6.4.6.4.D., 8.7.8.7.D., and CMD are each used three times), 
demonstrating a wide range of metric structures for her hymns. She also demonstrated a 
similarly wide range of suggested tunes, repeating only HYMN OF JOY, ANCIENT OF DAYS, 
ELLERS, BREAD OF LIFE, and FINLANDIA.  
In the texts themselves, Harkness showed substantial technical skill. In her 
handwritten lecture (or address) notes, “The Making of a Hymn,” Harkness laid out a few 
basic technical requirements for a good hymn text. She argued that the text must be simple, 
using no “fancy,” “unusual,” or “subtle” words; it “must fit the tune” without rhythmic 
variations; and it “must avoid stylistic errors,” including poor grammar, “contractions and 
inversions” (where regularly-prescribed word order is reversed to fit a rhyme scheme), and 
strained (or near) rhymes. In the vast majority of her texts, Harkness followed her own advice. 
15. Hear Thou My Prayer, O God 6.4.6.4.D. BREAD OF LIFE, ELLERS 
16. A Heavenly Host Sang in the 
Night 
 
CMD FOREST GREEN 
17. King of Glory, Lord We Hail 
Thee 
 
8.7.8.7.D. AUSTRIA 
18. O God Most Holy 8.8.8.8.8.8 MELITA 
19. My Handiwork, O Lord 10.10.10.10 EVENTIDE 
20. This Is My Song (st. 3) 10.10.10.10.10.10 FINLANDIA 
 
 
171 
Language is clear and free of grammatical errors, employing simple and well-known words. 
The first stanza of “Hear Thou My Prayer, O God” served as a telling example: 
Hear Thou, my prayer, O God, 
For inner light. 
I would not ask to have 
The way all bright. 
Dark shall not thwart my steps 
If Thou be guide, 
If Thou, Companion God, 
     Walk by my side.142 
 
The language chosen was simple (only two words are longer than one syllable) and 
immediately understandable to the average layperson. Indeed, in all of her hymn texts, 
Harkness utilized only seven words over three syllables, all of which are fairly common four-
syllable words, especially in the ecclesial context (“fidelity,”143 “eternity”144 [twice], 
“understanding,”145 “adoration,”146 “habitation,”147 “benediction,”148 and “crucifixion”149).  
Further, her versification neither wavered from the meter she chose nor used shortened 
or apostrophic words to shoehorn in more words than would naturally fit into the meter. 
                                               
142 Harkness, “Companion God,” in The Glory of God, 65. 
 
143 Harkness, The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine,” in Grace Abounding, 152. 
 
144 Harkness, “Lift Up Your Hearts,” in The Glory of God, 59; and “My Handiwork,” in Be 
Still and Know, 96. 
 
145 Harkness, “God of the Common Life,” in The Glory of God, 61. 
 
146 Ibid. 
 
147 Harkness, “Christmas Carol,” in Be Still and Know, 63. 
 
148 Ibid. 
 
149 Ibid. 
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Likewise, she was very consistent in her use of rhyme. While it is not surprising that she 
maintained an undeviating rhyme scheme (a necessity for even the most amateur of 
hymnwriters), Harkness demonstrated greater skill in almost always using perfect rhymes 
within her texts. Within the twenty texts, there are only five near rhymes (also known as slant 
rhymes), few enough for Loftis to comment on the unusual aberration of finding two in the 
same text.150  
 
The Moods of Hymns 
 
Again in her notes, “The Making of a Hymn,” Harkness argued that a good hymn text 
must “appeal to feeling.”151 Under the heading, she listed several specific feelings to which a 
hymn text might appeal: “to induce praise,” “to induce prayer,” “to stir to action,” “to 
comfort,” “to induce faith, “to celebrate [Christ?] events (esp. Christmas and Easter.)”152 
Broadly, these feelings paralleled the five-to-eight moods of prayer Harkness addresses in her 
prayer and worship services.153 Adoration and thanksgiving (“to induce praise” and “celebrate 
[Christ?] events”), intercession and petition (“to induce prayer”), confession (again, “to induce 
prayer,” though of a confessional nature), dedication and commitment (“to stir to action”), and 
assurance/ascription (“to comfort”). As would be expected in hymns for corporate worship, 
                                               
150 In “We Thank Thee Now, Our God,” Harkness rhymes “love” and prove” as well as 
“Lord” and “Word” (Loftis, 74), those these are traditional “eye rhymes.” 
 
151 Georgia Harkness, “The Making of a Hymn,” series 9, box 9, folder 46, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
152 Ibid., 4. 
 
153 See my Chapter Three, 120-23. 
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adoration and thanksgiving were a common part of Harkness’s texts, demonstrated in the first 
stanza of “Father All Bountiful”: 
Father all bountiful, 
Thee we adore, 
Filling our treasure house 
Out of thy store. 
By thee our years are blest; 
By thee we live. 
Grateful, we take from thee 
All thou dost give.154 
 
Between petition and intercession, Harkness almost always chose songs of petition, often 
entreating God for guidance—to hear God’s call, know God’s presence, and to do the work to 
which God has called: 
O God of life, by whom our lives are given, 
Quicken our sight to see Thy gracious hand 
In all the good for which great souls have striven, 
And help us humbly by the power to stand.155 
And:  
Speak through the clamoring tumult 
Of strife and hate and fear; 
Help me to hear Thy clarion 
And know that Thou art near.156 
  
As discussed in the section on prayer, because of her theological commitments to a God who 
works within the natural laws of the physical world, Harkness’s petitions were not for 
miraculous intervention but for the virtues and vision that allows one to live faithfully within 
even difficult circumstances. This can be witnessed most clearly in the third stanza of “Lift 
                                               
154 Harkness, “Thanksgiving,” in Be Still and Know, 72. 
 
155 Harkness, “God of the Common Life,” in The Glory of God, 61. 
 
156 Harkness, “Speak through the Living Silence,” in The Glory of God, 60. 
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Me, O Lord, into Thy Living Light,” written during the dark days of World War II and 
Harkness’s own “dark night of the soul”: 
No lifting of Thy law, O Lord, I ask, 
No swift release from consequence of sin. 
Grant me Thy mercy, Lord, and then some task 
To share with Thee to bring Thy Kingdom in.157 
 
While at first glance, confession did not play a major role in Harkness’s hymn texts, a 
closer read shows that many confessional elements are implied within various petitions and 
intercessions. For example, in the second stanza of “Shed Thou, O Lord, Thy Light”—a hymn 
written to recast patriotism at the end of World War II—Harkness interceded for the United 
States: 
Purge Thou from pride her life; 
Stay lust for gain; 
Save from unholy strife; 
Let justice reign. 
Make her Thine instrument 
To bring earth peace, 
Good will her armament 
Till wars shall cease.158 
 
Indeed, petitioning for God’s deliverance from the social sins of greed, pride, hatred, and lust 
was a common theme within her texts: “O save us, Lord, from selfish greed / From pride of 
stubborn will”;159 “Thou didst send Thy Son to save us / From our fear and hate and lust”;160 
                                               
157 Harkness, “Living Light,” in The Glory of God, 63. Humanity’s role in bringing in the 
Kingdom will be discussed below. 
 
158 Harkness, “Shed Thou, O Lord, Thy Light,” in Be Still and Know, 93. 
 
159 Harkness, “The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine,” in Grace Abounding, 152-53. 
 
160 Harkness, “Hymn for Dark Days,” in The Glory of God, 62. 
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“Let not the winds of pride and greed and hate / Cast down your soul”;161 “Yet still men hate 
and strive for gold / And hearts are sick with fears”;162 and “Speak through the clamoring 
tumult / Of strife and hate and fear.”163 Each of these petitions assume sin from which the 
singer must be saved, thus serving also as an implied confession of those sins. 
Finally, commitment/dedication and assurance of God’s provision were common 
moods, especially (as would be expected) in the final stanza of the texts. Both, for instance, 
were the predominant moods in the final stanza of “Thy Word, O God, the Book of Life,” 
which sings,  
Be Thou, O Lord, from sacred page 
A lamp unto our feet. 
As Thou hast led our fathers forth, 
So may we scorn retreat. 
To Thee, O God, we pledge our all, 
Heart, soul, and strength and mind (dedication/commitment); 
In Christ our Lord know through Thy Word 
Thy saving health to find (assurance).164 
 
To “pledge” or “give” oneself to God became a common way in which Harkness incorporated 
the mood of commitment and dedication: “We pledge our lives to thee / to serve thee 
faithfully / Till in eternity / Our day is done”;165 “We render back the love thy mercy gave us, 
/ Take thou our lives and use them as thou wilt”;166 “O Lord of earth and sky and sea, / In this 
                                               
161 Harkness, “Lift Up Your Hearts,” in The Glory of God, 59. 
 
162 Harkness, “Christmas Carol,” in Be Still and Know, 63. 
 
163 Harkness, “Speak through the Living Silence,” in The Glory of God, 60. 
 
164 Harkness, “Word of Life,” in Be Still and Know, 94. 
 
165 Harkness, “God of the Fertile Fields,” in Grace Abounding, 31. 
 
166 Georgia Harkness, “Hope of the World,” series 7, box 8, folder 17, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL 
 
 
176 
our dwelling-place, / We pledge to thee fidelity, / Empowered by thy grace”;167 “Myself I give 
and leave with Thee the rest”;168 and “Take thou our lives, O Lord, / We pledge to thee our 
all, / In truth to preach Thy Word, / To serve Thee at Thy call.”169 Thus, like prayers and 
worship, Harkness’s hymn texts continued to employ the moods of prayer to move the singer 
through adoration of God to commitment to speak and act for the kingdom of God. 
 
Theology of Hymn Texts 
 
In addition to technical necessities and emotional appeal, Harkness claimed that a 
good hymn text required “sound thought content” that avoided both “sentimentality” and “bad 
theology.”170 For Harkness, this meant that the hymn texts she wrote needed to communicate 
her own theological commitments clearly—and they do. Similar to her prayers and worship 
services, social issues such as war and peace, environmental stewardship, the equal sharing of 
earth’s resources, and the destructive force of racism and extreme nationalism were common 
subjects of her hymn texts. Yet, as an evangelical liberal uncomfortable with either the liberal 
or conservative extremes, her texts balanced both what are considered conservative values—
the importance of the biblical witness and evangelism—as well as views traditionally 
considered progressive—humanity’s role in enacting social justice. For example, the first 
                                               
167 Harkness, “The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine,” in Grace Abounding, 152. 
 
168 Harkness, “Living Light,” in The Glory of God, 63. 
 
169 Harkness, “This Ministry,” in Grace Abounding, 180. 
 
170 As well as avoiding “amusement by inferred meanings,” like Watts’s “peculiar honors” in 
“Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun” (“The Making of a Hymn,” 5). 
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stanza of “Tell it! Tell It Out with Gladness,” would happily be sung by most conservative 
fundamentalists: 
Tell it! Tell it out with gladness 
God’s good news to ev’ry man, 
Sin forgiven, lives transfigured, 
All in God’s great loving plan, 
In the Book is found the witness 
To his mighty acts of yore: 
Listen, heed, obey and serve him, 
Kneel before him and adore.171 
 
The pacifist message of the first stanza of “God of Life and Light and Glory” could be sung 
with equal vigor by many of the social gospel liberals:  
God of life and light and glory, 
Guide our steps, make clear the way; 
Help us heed thine ancient story, 
Save us from war’s crimson sway. 
Through the ages men like cattle 
March to death to no avail: 
Thou dost watch above the battle, 
Loving still through wrong prevail.172 
Another way in which Harkness’s theological balance can be demonstrated is by 
examining how she writes about humanity’s role (or lack thereof) in bringing about God’s 
kingdom. Neo-orthodox thinkers tended to see little role for humanity in bringing God’s 
kingdom to earth, believing that to be the sole work of God. Advocates of the social gospel, 
however, argued that humanity did have a role to play in ushering the kingdom that Walter 
Rauschenbusch famously asserted, was “always but coming.” At first glance, Harkness’s 
hymn texts seemed to play both sides of the argument. On the one hand, she petitioned God in 
                                               
171 Loftis, “The Hymns of Georgia Harkness,” 55. 
 
172 Harkness, “Hymn for Dark Days,” in The Glory of God, 62. Though I do not think the 
triumphant mood of the suggested tune, HYMN TO JOY, would make for a fitting pairing. 
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the third stanza of “Lift Me, O Lord, into Thy Living Light,” “Grant me Thy mercy, Lord, and 
then some task / To share with Thee to bring Thy Kingdom in.”173 Yet, on the other hand, she 
presented the coming of Christ’s kingdom clearly as God’s work: “Our God is King! Christ 
lives to conquer sin— / To show men God and bring His Kingdom in”;174 and “Make haste to 
bring Thy kingdom / And grant to men Thy peace.”175 
While Harkness’s views appear contradictory on first read, a closer examination of her 
other writings help illumine her hymn texts. As she noted in Understanding the Kingdom of 
God (1974), both extremes were partially right and partially wrong. The “secular utopian” 
branch of the social gospel “tended to rely too much on human effort and not to lay enough 
stress on divine grace for the conquest of evil,” but fundamentalists too needed “to be 
reminded that it was underestimating what human nature could be and do when put at the 
disposal of God.”176 Rather than choosing between the two, Harkness argued for an interplay 
between them, claiming that the primary role of bringing in God’s kingdom would always be 
played by God, but that God invited humanity to be part of that work:  
You and I do not have to bring in the Kingdom of God. That is God’s business. What 
you and I have to do is to be God’s sowers, sowing his seed in good hope on all sorts 
of ground. Some of it will dry up and come to nothing. That need not discourage us. 
As far as we can force the outcome, we ought to put the seed in good ground, not 
among rocks and thorns. That is only sensible. But we are not wise enough to see what  
                                               
173 Harkness, “Living Light,” in The Glory of God, 63. 
 
174 Harkness, “Lift Up Your Hearts,” in The Glory of God, 59. 
 
175 Harkness, “Speak through the Living Silence,” in The Glory of God, 60. 
 
176 Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Kingdom of God (Nashville: Abingdon, 1974), 146. 
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will happen to it all, and in faith and confidence we must keep on doing whatever 
work God entrust to us and leave with him the fruits.177 
 
Harkness used the same metaphor of growth in the third stanza of “God of the Fertile Fields,” 
to demonstrate God’s work and humanity’s role in it: 
As grows the hidden seed 
To fruit that serves men’s need, 
Thy kingdom grows. 
So let our toil be used, 
No gift of thine abused, 
No humblest task refused 
Thy love bestows.178 
 
In this nuanced view, the growth of seed that leads to the fruition of the kingdom of God will 
always be the work of God, but the faithful still play a role in the sowing of the seed and the 
nurturing of the growth. 
Finally, the theological balance Harkness struck in her evangelical liberalism was 
demonstrated in the stanza she added to Lloyd Stone’s “This Is My Song, O God of All the 
Nations.” Stone originally wrote two stanzas to be sung to Sibelius’s tune FINLANDIA, 
expressing the desire for peace between people of all nations, all who love the beauty of their 
particular homeland: 
This is my song, O God of all the nations, 
a song of peace for lands afar and mine. 
This is my home, the country where my heart is; 
here are my hopes, my dreams, my holy shrine; 
but other hearts in other lands are beating 
with hopes and dreams as true and high as mine. 
 
 
                                               
177 Georgia Harkness,” “Seed and Soil,” The American Baptist Publication Society 
(September 14, 1947), series 10, box 11, folder 122, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
178 Harkness, “God of the Fertile Fields,” in Grace Abounding, 31. 
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My country’s skies are bluer than the ocean, 
and sunlight beams on cloverleaf and pine; 
but other lands have sunlight too, and clover, 
and skies are everywhere as blue as mine. 
O hear my song, thou God of all the nations, 
A song of peace for their land and for mine.179 
 
Stone’s stanzas had an obviously theistic perspective, yet the God he referenced in his paean 
could not be identified definitely as the God made known in Jesus Christ.180 That is, the text 
could be considered liberal but certainly not evangelical (at least from the traditional Christian 
perspective). 
Yet, sometime in the waning years of the 1930s, Harkness was asked by Marion 
Norris, the executive secretary of the Wesleyan Service Guild (an organization for Methodist 
women employed outside the home), to add a stanza to give the hymn “something with a more 
distinctly religious note as a supplement to [the two original stanzas].”181 Harkness added the 
third and final stanza that particularized the stanza for a Christian context: 
This is my prayer, O Lord of all earth’s kingdoms; 
Thy kingdom come; on earth thy will be done. 
Let Christ be lifted up till all shall serve him, 
and hearts united learn to live as one. 
O hear my prayer, thou God of all the nations; 
myself I give thee; let thy will be done.182 
 
                                               
179 Lloyd Stone, “This Is My Song” (sts. 1 and 2), The United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville: 
United Methodist Publishing House, 1989), #437.  
 
180 This was most likely purposeful on Stone’s part, presenting a God stripped of any specific 
religion’s characteristics allowed the song a certain universality that was lost when Harkness’s 
stanza was added. 
 
181 Carlton R. Young, “This Is My Song,” in Companion to the United Methodist Hymnal 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1993), 653-54. 
 
182 Georgia Harkness, “This Is My Song” (st. 3), The United Methodist Hymnal, #437. 
 
 
 
181 
Using language from the Lord’s Prayer, Harkness shifted the means of international unity 
from humanity’s shared love of country and each country’s respective natural beauty to unity 
found in submission to Christ’s rule. The song was thus transformed from a universalist song 
of peace to a deistic God to a song of peace and goodwill still, but a peace that was forged in 
and through the work of Jesus Christ. Or, to state it another way, Harkness transformed the 
hymn text from a liberal hymn to an evangelical liberal hymn. 
 
Influence and Summary 
 
As is the case for most past hymnwriters, many of Harkness’s texts are no longer sung, 
most likely for the same reason the vast majority of hymn texts written are not sung by the 
next generation: the language and themes of the text do not transcend their particular 
generational context. However, several of her texts continue to be widely available in 
denominational hymnals. Still her most popular, “Hope of the World” is found in the latest 
Episcopalian (1982), Methodist (1989), United Church of Christ (1995), Lutheran (ELCA) 
(2006), and Presbyterian (USA) (2013) hymnals (among others). Three other texts—“God of 
the Fertile Fields,” Tell it! Tell It Out with Gladness,” and “This Is My Song, O God of All 
the Nations”—are also in common use in denominational hymnals published in the last ten 
years.183 Indeed, in the latest PCUSA hymnal Glory to God, “Hope of the World,” “God of 
the Fertile Fields,” and “This Is My Song” are all included. For a hymnwriter who only wrote 
                                               
183 Glory to God (PCUSA) (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), #340 (“This Is 
My Song”), #714 (“God of the Fertile Fields”); Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: LifeWay Worship, 
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twenty hymn texts (including the third stanza of “This Is My Song”), the continued influence 
of three hymn texts is no small feat. 
The reasons for the continued influence of Harkness’s hymn texts also serve as a fine 
summary of her hymnwriting. First, the texts are durable, the rhyme and meter are consistent, 
and the language is clear and easily understood.184 Harkness understood the craft of writing 
hymn texts and produced texts that could last the test of time. Second, by employing the 
moods of prayer, Harkness’s text speak to the broad range of humanity’s necessary responses 
to God—adoration and thanksgiving, confession and assurance, intercession and petition, 
dedication and commitment. Finally, her theological commitments to evangelical liberalism 
expressed in her hymn texts continue to strike a chord with modern singers, especially her 
sustained focus on issues of social justice and the needs of the global community rooted in a 
christocentric faith.  
 
Conclusion 
When transitioning from Harkness’s writing about worship to her writing of liturgical 
materials for worship, it is apparent that her liturgical writing flows naturally from her 
theological and liturgical commitments about prayer and worship. In all of her liturgical 
writing, Harkness considered the eight moods of prayer and created resources that moved the 
worshipper through each; she found language congruent with her theological position of 
immanent deism that did not ask too much, or too little, of a personal God; and her concern 
for prayer and worship’s connection to social justice found voice in the prayers and hymns she 
                                               
184 Although many of her texts were edited to make the language for humanity gender 
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put in the mouths of worshippers, challenging and confessing apathy, interceding for those on 
the margins, and committing the worshipper to take on the work to which Christ calls them. 
At its most basic, Harkness provided other evangelical liberals with worship structures and 
language in prayer and song that they could pray and sing in good conscience, worshipping 
the triune God in spirit and in truth. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE INFLUENCE OF PRAYER AND WORSHIP ON THE THOUGHT OF 
GEORGIA HARKNESS 
 
As demonstrated in the previous chapters, Georgia Harkness’s work increasingly 
focused on the worship and devotional life of the church, both in writing about worship and 
devotion as well as her composition of prayers, devotionals, worship services, and hymns. In 
this chapter, I explore how Harkness’s personal and professional commitment to prayer and 
worship shaped her other academic interests, including her theological shift to a “chastened 
and deepened” liberalism and dedication to ecumenism. To explain her shift, the chapter will 
first examine the contours of her Boston Personalist education—particularly through the lens 
of her advisor Edgar Brightman—as well as the later neo-orthodox theologians (particularly 
Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr) whose work she synthesized into her unique “evangelical 
liberalism.” Harkness’s theological shift was not only a result of her new theological synthesis 
(as many scholars have noted), but also her growing commitment to the worshipping life of 
the church—a facet that has been underemphasized in many explanations of Harkness’s 
theological and personal evolution toward Christian devotion and the worshipping life of the 
church.  
 
Boston Personalism 
To understand Harkness’s theological evolution, it is first necessary to grasp the basic 
contours of Boston Personalism. Even though Harkness’s theological horizons would broaden 
beyond the strict bounds of Boston Personalism, many of its basic beliefs—the fundamental 
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nature of God and humanity’s personality, the commitment to reason and experience, the 
ethical demands of affirming personality—remained essential parts of her theological 
framework throughout her life. While an in-depth study of Boston Personalism goes beyond 
the purpose of the present study,1 a brief sketch of its history and a description of its 
component parts will suffice to establish the starting point of Harkness’s own theological 
journey. 
Because Boston Personalism is a synoptic movement that tries to build a single, 
coherent system using tools of reason and human experience, the influences on the movement 
are manifold. As Harkness’s Boston University teacher Albert Knudson wrote in a section of 
his The Philosophy of Personalism that he coined the “personalistic hall of fame,” the 
component influences of Boston Personalism included philosophers and theologians 
throughout history. From the Greek philosophical tradition, Boston Personalism was 
influenced by Plato’s emphasis on thought over feeling and the reality of the ideal, Aristotle’s 
advocacy for the “concrete and individual” nature of reality, and Plotinus’s focus on the 
activity of the conscious person. From the broader Christian theological tradition, personalism 
borrowed Augustine’s description of personal volition and the validity of individual 
consciousness in seeking after truth, and Thomas Aquinas’s demonstration of a personal God 
who causes the universe within an Aristotelian metaphysic. Later philosophical influences 
included René Descartes’s rationality and the primacy of the mind in self-consciousness; the 
“metaphysical independence” proposed by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz; the personal idealism 
                                               
1 For a more detailed historical overview of Boston Personalism, see Paul Deats and Carol 
Robb, eds., The Boston Personalist Tradition in Philosophy, Social Ethics, and Theology 
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1986); and Rufus Burrow, Jr., Personalism: A Critical 
Introduction (St. Louis: Chalice, 1999). 
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of George Berkeley, the first to assert that only God and humanity were metaphysically real; 
Hermann Lotze’s maintenance of the personal nature of both rationalism and idealism; and 
especially Immanuel Kant’s emphasis on humanity as an end in itself and the importance of 
personal experience and rationality to work out a philosophical system that affirms “the belief 
in God, freedom, and immortality.”2   
From these many strands, Boston University’s Borden Parker Bowne wove together a 
cohesive philosophical system that was to become known as Boston Personalism, a name that 
indicates both its geographical source and continued influence.3 From Bowne, the system 
passed down to the second-generation thinkers: Boston University philosopher Edgar 
Brightman (Harkness’s academic advisor), Boston University theologian Albert Knudson (the 
other major teacher and influence of Harkness), and Methodist bishop and activist Francis J. 
McConnell.4 The third generation, Harkness’s own, also included social ethicist Walter 
Muelder, theologians S. Paul Schilling and Harold DeWolf (the latter being Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s advisor), and philosophers John Lavely and Peter Bertocci—all professors at 
Boston University. While Boston Personalism’s influence waned after the third generation, 
the fourth generation gave rise to Boston Personalism’s most celebrated descendant: Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Both its origins and influence led mid-century philosopher W. H. 
                                               
2 Albert Knudson, The Philosophy of Personalism: A Study in the Metaphysics of Religion 
(New York: Abingdon, 1927), 428-34.   
 
3 For more on Bowne and the beginnings of Boston Personalism, see Gary Dorrien, The 
Making of American Liberal Theology: Imagining Progressive Religion (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2001), 371-92. 
 
4 For an in-depth study of these three second-generation personalists, see Gary Dorrien, The 
Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism, and Modernity (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2003), 286-355. 
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Werkmeister to argue that Boston Personalism offered “[t]he first complete and 
comprehensive system of philosophy developed in America which has had lasting influence 
which still counts some of our outstanding thinkers among its adherents.”5 
While many authors have attempted to give a definition of Boston Personalism,6 
perhaps the most helpful way to understand this fairly complex philosophical system is to 
examine its component parts to comprehend the whole. I give particular attention to the work 
and words Edgar Brightman since it was his particular reading of Boston Personalism that 
influenced Harkness during her studies and beyond through their ongoing correspondence.   
First, Boston Personalism is a synoptic philosophical system, attempting to bring into a 
coherent whole all of the many components of human experience. In part, this is demonstrated 
by the previous discussion of Boston Personalism’s historic philosophical influences: Bowne 
used ideological building blocks from several philosophers throughout history to construct his 
cohesive metaphysical system. As Walter Muelder noted, “Its uniqueness lies not in a quest 
for novelty, but for grasping experience holistically and interpreting it coherently; its method 
of reasoning places analysis within a synoptic vision.”7 In explaining the key centrality of 
personality in the Boston Personalist system, Brightman also demonstrated the importance of 
                                               
5 W. H. Werkmeister, A History of Philosophical Ideas in America (New York: Ronald Press, 
1949), 103. Gary Dorrien agrees, calling it “The most coherent school of American liberal 
theology” (Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism, and 
Modernity, 286).  
 
6 For example, Knudson’s definition: “that form of idealism which gives equal recognition to 
both the pluralistic and monistic aspects of experience and which finds in the conscious unity, 
identity, and free activity of personality the key to the nature of reality and the solution of the 
ultimate problems of philosophy” (The Philosophy of Personalism, 87).  
 
7 Walter Muelder, “Foreword” in Burrow, Personalism, xi. 
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the synoptic method for Boston Personalism as a whole: “being coherent within itself, it is 
also coherent with all that we experience, think, and know; or, to be more exact, it enables us 
to attain a maximum degree of coherence in our thoughts, the serving as a guide for 
discrimination between true and false thoughts.”8  
As discussed in Chapter One, the most important characteristic that allows Boston 
Personalism to be a cohesive system is the absolute primacy of personality. In stark contrast 
to philosophical materialism, Boston Personalists were idealists who believed that the only 
part of reality that was ontologically real was divine and human personality. All other parts of 
physical creation in the world were considered phenomena caused by God but not created as a 
separate entity in and of themselves. Without the personality of God causing physical reality, 
creation would cease to exist.9 Personality thus became the interpretive key to understanding 
all other aspects of reality. As Brightman summed up, “A personalist is one who holds that 
everything real is a self at some level of its existence; what seems to be not a self is a part or 
aspect or experience of a self or selves. Nothing exists except in, of, and for a self. For 
personalism, personality or selfhood is a first principle.”10 The only way to understand reality 
for the Boston Personalist is through the fundamental principle of personality by which all 
other reality is grasped and explained. 
                                               
8 Edgar Brightman, “Personality as a Metaphysical Principle,” in Personalism in Theology, 
ed. Edgar Brightman (Boston: Boston University Press, 1943), 40.   
 
9 As Bowne argued, “[Things] have no existence in space apart from intelligence. They are 
really only effects in the sensibility, and would disappear if the sensibility were away” 
(Personalism [Boston: Houghton, 1908], 94). 
 
10 Edgar Brightman, “Personality as a Metaphysical Principle,” 41.  
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The sole ontological reality of personality gives rise to several more essential aspects 
of Boston Personalism. First, personalism is theistic. As Albert Knudson reminded the reader, 
“the very word” personalism “was, to begin with, a synonym for theism.”11 If personality is 
the key to understanding the world and the phenomenological cause of physical reality, it 
necessitates a divine and conscious personality who is constantly causing physical 
phenomena.12 Brightman thus explained God as a “conscious Being, a unitary Spirit, who 
knows and wills and feels forever, with unfailing memory, reason, and purpose.”13 As 
discussed previously in Chapter Two, the foundational belief in the personality of God formed 
a theism that rejected a deistic God, God as a force or process, or any other impersonal power, 
and thus undergirded the religious experience of humanity as communication and relationship 
between human and divine personality. As Brightman explained, “To be specific: if God is a 
person, prayer is communion and response, religion is conscious cooperation between human 
persons and the Divine Person, conscious reason and purpose control the universe, man need 
never despair.”14  
If the fundamental existence of personality helped to bolster a theistic worldview, it 
also led Boston Personalists to a thoroughgoing social ethic. As explained by Burrow, “Since 
personalism makes person its central interpretive principle, it promotes the idea of the 
profundity of the worth and sacredness of all persons. For example, from the standpoint of 
                                               
11 Knudson, The Philosophy of Personalism, 21. 
 
12 As Bowne claimed, “[The world] is God’s idea; it is also God’s deed” (Personalism, 160). 
 
13 Edgar Brightman, Personality and Religion (New York: Abingdon, 1934), 55. 
 
14 Ibid., 54.  
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ethics, personalism holds that all ethical principles must be conditioned by the highest 
conceivable estimate of the worth of persons as such.”15 While not as obvious in Bowne, the 
ethical import of Boston Personalism became a central tenet in the work of many of his 
Boston Personalist descendants: Brightman and Knudson’s pacifism; McConnell’s vision of 
international social reform; Harkness’s advocacy for peace, women’s rights, and ecumenism; 
Muelder’s support of racial justice and socialism (which earned him the nickname the “Red 
Dean” at Boston University); DeWolf’s work on civil rights and criminal justice reform; and 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s commitment to the ethic of the “beloved community.”16 Because the 
personality of God and humanity is the sine qua non of Boston Personalism, true religious 
experience necessarily included both a relational theism and a social ethic. As Brightman 
argued, “It is manifest that nothing can claim to be the perfect religion in which the religious 
and the ethical factors are not indissolubly blended.”17 
Because Boston Personalism begins with the personal, the fundamental criterion for 
truth is the empiricism of the human experience. Since humanity can never get behind or 
beyond their own human experience, Boston Personalists believed that human experience 
became the necessary starting point from which reason can be used to infer the most cohesive 
system of thought about God, humanity, and the world. According to Brightman, “All 
knowledge, all faith, all facts and all inferences from facts, rest on the foundations of human 
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experience.”18 It is at this key juncture that Boston Personalism split from both the secular and 
religious extremes of its day because each distrusted human experience. For secular skeptics, 
reality was illusory and human experience could therefore bring the person no closer to any 
understanding of reality. For religious traditionalists, particularly fundamentalists, human 
experience needed to be subsumed under biblical or ecclesial authority. Boston Personalists 
particularly rejected Karl Barth’s belief in the complete transcendence of God of whom 
nothing could be ascertained through human experience or any other type of natural theology 
but only through the condescension and revelation of the Word of God, Jesus Christ (Knudson 
was fond of calling Barth’s position “sophisticated irrationalism”19). Brightman explained 
Boston Personalism’s via media, “Personalists reject skepticism, which denies that any key to 
reality can be found; they reject dogmatism, which declines to appeal to experience and 
reason but trusts some supposed authority.”20  
Brightman’s own theological work around the issue of theodicy perhaps best illustrates 
how Boston Personalists often used the empiricism of human experience to come to rational 
conclusions, even if these conclusions went beyond the bounds of the accepted dogma of the 
day. Like other thinkers before and since, Brightman struggled to reconcile the reality of evil 
with an omnipotent God. Brightman’s empiricism led him to what he considered a binary 
choice: “Either God wishes to take away evils, but is powerless to do so; or God has the 
                                               
18 Ibid., 81.  
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311. 
 
20 Brightman, “Personality as a Metaphysical Principle,” 42. 
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power to eliminate evil, but is not willing to do so.”21 He choose the latter, hypothesizing a 
“finite-infinite God” who infinitely willed the good but was limited by a “nonrational Given” 
that finitized God’s power.22 Brightman claimed, “God is the source of all being. His will is 
the energy and striving which eternally creates value and order; but the truly futile and 
purposeless evils of existence are not the products of that will; they are God’s suffering as 
well as ours.”23 While McConnell, Knudson, and Harkness all disagreed with the conclusion 
of the “finite-infinite God,” Brightman was willing to sacrifice the traditional theological 
claim of God’s omnipotence. In true Boston Personalist fashion, he was willing to sacrifice 
dogma to make the most rational claim he could based on the evidence provided by human 
experience. 
Closely related to empiricism was Boston Personalism’s commitment to freedom and 
purpose of the person. Here, as Brightman noted, personalism shared the roots of much of 
modern liberalism: “the appeal to reason and consequent freedom of conscience, of thought, 
of expression, and of action, as opposed to the irrational restraints of convention, tradition, 
and social control.”24 In Bowne’s Personalism, he connected freedom to humanity’s 
purposive drive, claiming that freedom gives “the power of self-direction, the power to form 
plans, purposes, ideals, and to work without relation to intelligence or desire, but simply this 
power of self-direction in living men and women.”25 Without freedom and purpose, humanity 
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24 Ibid., 130. 
 
25 Bowne, Personalism, 199-200. 
 
 
193 
would lack the moral agency that makes them true persons.26 Thus, again, the primacy of 
personality necessitates freedom and purpose on the part of individual persons. 
Finally, as Gary Dorrien has noted, Boston Personalism synthesized many of the 
beliefs of the social gospel movement as a whole, especially among the more activist-minded 
personalists (e.g., Bishop McConnell).27 Most obviously, this included the aforementioned 
ethical demands of a social Christianity, the hallmark of the social gospel movement. Other 
key aspects included: a more positive theological anthropology that viewed humanity as 
fundamentally good with a concomitant de-emphasis on personal sin; a shifting emphasis 
from the redemptive work of Christ on the cross to the moral exemple of Jesus’s life among 
the poor; and a postmillennial eschatology that gave humanity a greater role of the bringing in 
of God’s kingdom through the work of social justice. 
 
Harkness’s Synthesis 
While there rightly has been a great deal of attention paid to how Harkness’s 
philosophical and theological outlook evolved, most recent studies have tended to focus too 
narrowly on this theological shift without underscoring the many aspects of Harkness’s 
perspective that remained unchanged. This can be demonstrated by simply scanning three of 
the most recent subtitles of works on Harkness: “A Chastened Liberal Spirituality for the 
                                               
 
26 As Brightman claimed, “There is no moral situation where there is no choice” (quoted in 
Deats, “Introduction to Boston Personalism,” 10). 
 
27 “The school of personalist idealism centered at Boston University was a synthetic 
alternative. It affirmed moral intuition and religious experience and the social gospel and 
metaphysical reason” (Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, 
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Protestant Church”;28 “Chastened Liberal”;29 “The Remaking of a Liberal Theologian.”30 
Therefore, before examining the ways in which Harkness changed her mind, it is first 
necessary to demonstrate the continuity in Harkness’s thought—the unchanging thesis that 
allowed for her theological and philosophical synthesis.  
First, the synoptic approach of Boston Personalism remained essential to Harkness’s 
own theological and philosophical methodology. As she explained in the chapter “Synoptic 
Supernaturalism” in her Recovery of Ideals, the synoptic approach she proposed sought to 
“see things from all angles in a related whole.”31 As she defined it further, “By the synoptic 
approach I mean the authority, intuition—whether ethical, aesthetic or mystical, the pragmatic 
test in individual and social living, the evidence of the natural sciences, and the demands of 
logical consistency, not only do have but ought to have their place in enabling us to formulate 
our idea of God and related concepts.”32It was in part the methodology of the synoptic 
approach that finally led Harkness to synthesize her Boston Personalism with the 
philosophical and theological ideas of other thinkers (e.g., Reinhold Niebuhr) and move 
beyond the bounds of the personalism of her Boston University mentors. Somewhat 
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30 Rebekah Miles, Georgia Harkness: The Remaking of a Liberal Theologian (Louisville: 
John Knox, 2010).  
 
31 Georgia Harkness, Recovery of Ideals (New York: Scribner, 1937), 90. 
 
32 Ibid., 93. 
 
 
195 
ironically, her fidelity to the methodological approach of Boston Personalism led her beyond 
its bounds. 
While Harkness’s metaphysical understanding of personality would shift, her 
commitment to the personality of humanity and God as well as Christian theism—two core 
aspects of Boston Personalism—remained an unchanging pillar of her thought from the 
beginning to the end of her career. For example, in her earliest work, Conflicts in Religious 
Thought, she devoted two chapters to personality in which she laid out the characteristics of 
human personality and the necessity of a personal God. While humanity attempted to 
substitute a personal, theistic God for a superpersonal deity, the highest of human ideals, a 
cosmic force, or pantheism, Harkness argued that the only God who was both responsive to 
humanity and logically coherent was the personal God of Christian theism.  
Our God, if we have a God, must be one that the soul of man can worship and fix his 
trust upon in time of need, and must be one that will not affront the thought of scientist 
and philosopher…Such a God we find in a Supreme Personality who is creative, 
intelligent, purposeful, good—in a God of love and sympathy and tender yearning who 
strives with our strivings and suffers with our sufferings. Such a God is the God of 
Christian theism, and in such a God we may live and move and have our being.33  
 
The personality of God and humanity remained fundamental to Harkness’s 
understanding of worship and, especially, prayer, for only a personal God could hear and 
respond to the needs of a personal humanity. Her later books continued to build on the 
necessary foundation of divine and human personality, as demonstrated in the creedal 
language she employed in Beliefs That Count (1961): “God is a person. His personality 
transcends our limited human personalities but we are made in His spiritual likeness. He 
                                               
33 Georgia Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought (New York: Holt, 1929), 181-82. 
 
 
 
196 
knows each of us and we can have personal and conscious fellowship with Him.”34 Thus, 
Harkness’s commitment to the fundamental personality of God and the personal God of 
Christian theism remained consistent, even as her metaphysical understanding of personality 
shifted. 
Similarly, the social and ethical implications of Boston Personalism remained of 
paramount importance throughout Harkness’s lifetime. Here no proof texts are needed 
because Harkness’s entire life’s work witnesses to the social-ethical vision of Christianity 
from her earliest Master’s thesis on the plight of the immigrant to her final posthumous book 
on the conflict in the Middle East. Throughout her life she wrote, spoke, and acted for the 
dignity and welfare of all the people that the personal God of the universe created. As noted in 
the introduction, she was instrumental in the Methodist church affirming the full ordination of 
women in 1956, kept true to her pacifist convictions through a second world war, and spoke 
out against the evils of racism in church and society. From the beginning of her career to the 
end, Harkness’s Christian social ethic based largely on the person and witness of Jesus Christ 
remained an essential part of her theological framework. 
Though understood differently later in her career, another key continuity in Harkness’s 
thought was the importance of assessing one’s personal experience in order to get as close as 
humanly possible to philosophical and theological truths. In her earliest works, Harkness 
echoed Brightman’s quest to go wherever truth and experience lead: “[T]ruth must be the final 
touch-stone of all belief, and that every avenue of mind and conscience must be followed in 
the quest for truth. It has found its authority, not in Church or Book, but in human experience. 
It has found in Church and Book great reservoirs of truth, but has maintained that Church and 
                                               
34 Georgia Harkness, Beliefs That Count (New York: Abingdon, 1961), 18. 
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Book must themselves be scrutinized with the keenest intellectual and spiritual instruments 
available.”35 While her later work gave more weight to the traditional authorities of scripture 
and the church (as will be discussed below), these traditional authorities were always 
understood through the lens of human experience. Again, as she explained in her chapter “We 
Believe in the Christian Experience” in Beliefs That Count (1961), “The experience of the 
whole man, evaluating scripture, tradition, and reason, through the vital action of the Holy 
Spirit, becomes the ultimate authority in religious certainty.”36  
Human freedom too continued to be a lynchpin of Harkness’s philosophical and 
theological inquiries. In discussing the contemporary conflicts between science and religion in 
Conflicts in Religious Thought, she claimed that “the conflict will continue to wreck churches, 
wrench the minds of the religiously-troubled, retard science (or attempt to), and make religion 
a laughing-stock, until we get a basis for theistic faith which allows full freedom to any 
legitimate search for scientific truth.”37 Throughout her writing, this fundamental nature of 
human freedom was used to explain other theological doctrines, such as an explanation of 
human suffering through the self-limitation of God in God’s orderly creation (i.e., theodicy),38 
the indispensable condition of prayer,39 a rejection of predestination or divine 
                                               
35 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 34. 
 
36 Harkness, Beliefs That Count, 72. 
 
37 Harkness, Conflicts in Religious Thought, 92. 
 
38 Here she diverges from Brightman in explaining God’s limitations as self-imposed rather 
than a part of a “nonrational Given” (Georgia Harkness, The Resources of Religion [New 
York: Henry Holt, 1936], 177-78. 
 
39 “Prayer would be meaningless apart from the existence of human freedom. God has not 
made us mechanical robots or puppets, and because he has not, he expects us to use our 
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foreknowledge,40 and one of the characteristic ways in which humanity bears the image of 
God.41 In the laying out of her fundamental beliefs of humanity in her Beliefs That Count, she 
declared, “Endowed with freedom of choice, [man] may descend to the lowest hell or rise to 
the highest heaven. In him as a person all the moral ends of the universe and all the movement 
of God’s eternal purpose find meaning and value.”42 For Harkness, the foundational belief of 
humanity’s freedom taught by her Boston Personalist teachers, particularly Edgar Brightman, 
remained a constant necessity for any coherent philosophical or theological inquiry. 
Finally, while many of the more optimistic notions of the social gospel movement 
were later tempered by the tumult of World War I, Harkness remained committed to the belief 
in the essential goodness of humanity that is never completely subsumed by humanity’s 
sinfulness. She argued in her article “The Discovery of God” that neo-orthodoxy rightly called 
out liberalism’s overly positive view of humanity, but “in the reaction against liberalism’s 
overoptimistic trust in man there is a danger of its swinging too far. It is important to view 
ourselves realistically as creatures of both original sin and original goodness, of weakness and 
                                               
freedom in co-operation with him to ‘seek…first his kingdom and his righteousness’” 
(Georgia Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life [New York: Abingdon, 1948], 33). 
 
40 “To the present writer it seems that there is inconsistency in affirming divine 
foreknowledge of genuinely free acts, not because God’s wisdom is limited, but because 
freedom by its very nature involves some measure of unpredictable spontaneity. If either God 
or man knows in advance that a certain act will inevitably occur, can we call this act the result 
of a human decision freely made? I doubt it” (Georgia Harkness, The Providence of God 
[New York: Abingdon, 1960], 119-20).  
 
41 Harkness, Beliefs That Count, 55. 
 
42 Ibid., 52. 
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of power.”43 Similar to her views of freedom, Harkness considered this capacity for goodness 
another mark of humanity’s own bearing of the image of God,44 which gave humanity dignity, 
freedom, and a pride of place in God’s created order:  
We hold as central the dignity and sacredness of every human personality. Man is 
made in the spiritual image of God and partakes of His character and fellowship. He is 
greater than the world through which God produces and sustains His life. The 
Scriptures remind us that man is a sinner and has fallen short of the glory of God. He 
may, however, through grace, rise above his sin and the circumstances which surround 
him.45  
 
Harkness’s theological anthropology, while tempered by a greater regard for humanity’s 
sinfulness, nevertheless remained essentially positive, upholding the primacy of humanity’s 
goodness.  
Thus, while many academics tend to focus on the ways in which Harkness’s thinking 
evolved from her Boston Personalist roots and discern the motives for this change, much 
remained consistent throughout her career. She never jettisoned a synoptic approach to 
knowledge or the essential nature of divine and human personality. She also continued to hold 
a thoroughly theistic view of God that undergirded for her the importance of an active social 
ethic based on the teachings of Jesus Christ. Finally, she remained committed to the primacy 
of rational thought through human experience, the necessity of human freedom for an 
intelligible faith, and the fundamental goodness of humanity. Dianne Carpenter argued in her 
dissertation, “Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” that while Harkness 
                                               
43 Georgia Harkness, “The Discovery of God,” The Christian Century (May 19, 1937), series 
10, box 10, folder 28, Georgia Harkness Collection Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 644. 
 
44 Harkness, Beliefs That Count, 55 
 
45 Ibid., 52. 
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did synthesize many other sources into her personalistic framework, she never discarded the 
larger constructs of the Boston Personalist tradition.46  
Even as Harkness explained the many ways her thinking evolved in her famous “‘A 
Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How My Mind Has Changed in This Decade,” she first made her 
continued commitments to many of Boston Personalism’s liberal tenets clear:  
My liberalism is, I trust, a chastened and deepened liberalism. But I am more 
convinced than ever I was before that God reveals himself in many ways and that only 
through the spirit of free inquiry can Christian faith go forward. I believe in the 
essential greatness of man, in a social gospel which calls us to action as co-workers 
with God in the redemptive process, in a Kingdom which will come in this world by 
growth as Christians accept responsibility in the spirit of the cross. My Christian faith 
has its central focus, not in Paul’s theology or Luther’s or Calvin’s, but in the 
incarnation of God in the Jesus of the Gospels.47 
 
 
 
What Changed? 
 Writing in the same 1939 article “How My Mind Has Changed in the Last Decade,” 
Harkness began by looking back: “Ten years ago I was a liberal in theology. I am still a 
liberal, unrepentant and unashamed. This does not mean that I have seen nothing in liberalism 
that needed correction.”48 Yes, much in Harkness’s philosophical and theological thought 
                                               
46 Carpenter states at the beginning of her argument, “My hypothesis is that Harkness 
remained within the broader Boston Persoanlist tradition of post-World War II, while 
challenging that tradition to respond to non-personalist, twentieth century thought” (“Georgia 
Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis” [PhD dissertation, Boston University, 1988], 
2). 
 
47 Georgia Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” in Miles, 
Georgia Harkness, 22. While not the focus of the present study, this last sentence was a 
repudiation of Karl Barth’s theology that she believed placed undue emphasis on Pauline 
theology and the transcendence of God and made little room for the person and witness of 
Jesus. 
 
48 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” 21. 
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remained unchanged, but, as the title of the article suggests, her continued quest for truth led 
her to reevaluate her own positions in a few key ways. In the article, she listed four areas in 
which her thinking had evolved: theology, worship, social action, and the church. Of the four, 
her ethical approach remained the most consistent,49 and because worship and ethics will also 
be the focus of Chapter Five, further analysis will wait. Moreover, perhaps because of the 
context of the article in an ecclesiastical magazine, her changes in philosophy were not 
addressed, but nonetheless are an essential part of Harkness’s evolution as a thinker. So recast, 
this section explores four key areas of Harkness’s changing thought: philosophy, theology, 
ecclesial tradition, and worship—both explaining what changed in Harkness’s thought as well 
as positing the catalysts for such change. The next section demonstrates how Harkness’s 
thought on worship did not simply evolve, but it was her own experience of worship—both in 
corporate liturgies and personal devotions—that paved the way for many of her new 
theological and ecclesial commitments.  
Philosophically, the biggest change in Harkness’s thought was the movement away 
from Boston Personalism’s claim that personality was the only metaphysical reality (idealism) 
to a view in which both humanity and creation were metaphysically real (theistic realism). As 
she stated plainly in Recovery of Ideals,  
I was reared in the personalistic tradition which holds that God and human persons are 
the only metaphysical realities. Such a view does not, of course, make physical nature 
an illusion. It makes physical things the acts of God...To this view I still assent in part, 
but only partially. My present view comes closer to a form of theistic realism. I now 
                                               
49 “My social philosophy has undergone less alteration than any other aspect of my religion. 
The changes of these years have deepened the conviction that only through a more just 
distribution of economic goods, and through the substitution of constructive good will for 
military force, can the world find peace” (Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage,”’ 23). Here I 
take Harkness at her word and disagree with Keller’s assertion that “Harkness’s mind changed 
in the 1920s and 1930s more significantly regarding social action than personal theology” 
(Keller, Georgia Harkness: For Such a Time as This [Nashville: Abingdon, 1992], 182).  
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see no valid sense in which it is possible to say that only persons are metaphysically 
real. Only persons initiate intelligent activity, have rational apprehension of the world, 
act freely, or are governed by ideals. But it is to beg the question to say that anything 
which does not possess such ultimate causal activity lacks metaphysical reality.50  
 
Such a quote is telling in that it gives a rationale for the continued pride of place Harkness 
gives to personality through her emphasis of its unique features while also challenging the 
Boston Personalist belief that such uniqueness should necessarily suggest a fundamental 
metaphysical distinction between personality and the rest of creation. Thus, she shifted from 
the idealism of Boston Personalism to a distinct “theistic realism,” which made her unique in 
the personalist lineage.51 
 While it is true for all of the changes in Harkness’s thought, the way in which the 
synoptic approach of Boston Personalism was used to deconstruct this key metaphysical claim 
of personalism is perhaps the most ironic use of Harkness’s synoptic method. It was the basic 
problem of human suffering and the presence of evil (theodicy) that was the key point at 
which a perceived lack of coherence caused Harkness to question these metaphysical 
assumptions. Simply stated, if human and divine personality are the only metaphysical 
realties, the root of suffering must lie within the personality of God or humanity.52 Brightman 
had solved this problem by hypothesizing a “finite-infinite God” that included within Godself 
a “nonrational Given.” This “nonrational Given” allowed Brightman to locate suffering within 
                                               
50 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 164-65. 
 
51 Carpenter, “Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” 1. For a further 
discussion of critical realism’s challenge to personalism, see Carpenter, 200ff and 280ff. For a 
summary of her philosophical evolution, see Dorrien, The Making of American Liberal 
Theology: Idealism, Realism, and Modernity, 400-4. 
 
52 Carpenter, “Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” 282. 
 
 
 
203 
God without attributing it to God. Harkness was not satisfied with this answer53 and sought 
her own that would guard both God’s sovereignty and humanity’s freedom. For her, the 
question should not be about whether God is sovereign and humanity free, but in “what sense 
and with what limitations God is sovereign if man is free….[and] in what sense, and within 
what limits man is free.”54  
If divine sovereignty and human freedom were to be upheld while still making sense 
of suffering in the world, Harkness believed that the more simple and more cohesive answer 
avoided the seemingly dualistic break within God offered by Brightman but necessitated 
questioning the metaphysical assumption that only personality was truly real. In so doing, the 
cause of suffering could be located outside the personality of God or humanity.  
Due to her personalist training that allowed her to question hypotheses and use parts 
and pieces of other thinkers to form a cohesive and most logical whole, Harkness used key 
ideas from Albert North Whitehead and Paul Tillich—both academics with whom she studied 
on her various sabbaticals55—to help explain suffering. While rejecting the idea of God as a 
depersonalized process, Harkness took from Whitehead the idea that the created world was a 
“complicated but marvelously interrelated system of processes.”56 As interrelated processes 
rather than static objects, these processes have the freedom to interact in ways that damage 
                                               
53 Nor was Brightman’s colleague Albert Knudsen, who called the hypothesis a “subtle and 
refined form of the Manichean theory of natural evil” (quoted in Burrow, 174). 
 
54 Georgia Harkness, “Divine Sovereignty and Human Freedom,” in Personalism in Theology, 
136-38. 
 
55 She spent a semester at Harvard studying with Whitehead and three semesters at Union 
studying with both Tillich and Niebuhr. 
 
56 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 169. 
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one another in ways unforeseen and unordained by God. Along with humanity’s freedom of 
choice and the necessities of an ordered world governed by natural laws, these processes 
guided by “sheer inertia and sheer chance” allowed Harkness to explain the presence of 
suffering in the world.  
What limits God? In part, human sin, ignorance and carelessness. In part, a God-given 
system or ordered and calculable nature which requires, for a greater good, that things 
happen as they do even though many things happen as neither God nor man would 
have them. In part, sheer inertia and sheer chance, woven into the structure of human 
opportunity and nature’s dependability so inextricably that it is futile to attempt to say 
where one begins and the other ends. 57 
 
Similarly, while rejecting Tillich’s impersonal description of God as the “ground of 
being” and his low Christology, she affirmed with him the destructive nature of evil that is a 
part of the created order that helps explain the presence of suffering in a world created by 
God. In “The Abyss and the Given,” her article interacting with Tillich’s work, she wrote:  
My metaphysical position, stated in The Recovery of Ideals, is shamelessly ontic. It is 
monistic in its foundations and fruition, dualistic in a qualified though not ultimate 
sense in its theory of God’s relation to the world. With the personalists I regard nature 
as the eternal activity of God. But I do not equate it with an aspect of God’s 
consciousness. Both human and physical nature are the product of God’s creative will, 
and in both there is an interweaving of what Tillich calls freedom and fate, though to 
escape panpsychism I prefer to use the term spontaneity and order for physical nature. 
God wills the existence of nature, but not all the juxtapositions of circumstance which 
arise with the given, uncertain structure of possibilities. God is limited, therefore, both 
by human wills and the element of chance which emerges within nature and history.  
 
There are some circumstances which God cannot prevent, but there are none which 
cannot be transcended through God’s limitless power to enable men to triumph over 
tragedy.58   
 
                                               
57 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 180. For a further discussion of Whitehead’s influence on 
Harkness, see Carpenter, “Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” 209-23. 
 
58 Georgia Harkness, “The Abyss and the Given,” Christendom 3 (Autumn 1938), series 10, 
box 10, folder 48, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 519-20. For a further discussion of Tillich’s influence on 
 
 
205 
Thus, the question of human suffering led her to reject the metaphysical claims of Boston 
Personalism and create a cohesive hypothesis of her own through a critical appropriation of 
key elements in the thinking of Whitehead and Tillich. Further, several of the key 
methodological tools of Boston Personalism—a synoptic approach that prized coherence and 
free rational inquiry—led beyond traditional Boston Personalism to a new philosophical 
synthesis. 
The next two areas—theology and ecclesiology—perhaps receive the most attention 
by scholars exploring Harkness’s evolution, so it will suffice to give the broad contours of her 
shift.59 Theologically, Harkness’s liberalism was “chastened and deepened” through her 
continued interaction with neo-orthodoxy as well as by a confluence of events from her 
personal life. In one of her first books, Conflicts in Religious Thought (1929), it is easy to see 
the overly-optimistic theological liberalism that would be chastened over the next decade. In 
giving teleological evidence for the existence of God, Harkness argued that the progress of 
society itself helped prove God’s existence: 
Little by little, man has moved forward in the direction of the supremacy of the 
spiritual over the carnal. In spite of temporary eddies in human progress, such as the 
World War and its after-effects, a long look over the past reveals a tremendous 
advance from the ideals and standards of former days. We are far removed from 
cannibalism and gladiatorial combats. Human slavery, even within a century, has been 
well-nigh banished from the earth. Within a decade, we have moved an amazing 
distance toward a warless world…Viewed from the perspective of the centuries it  
                                               
Harkness’s thought, see Carpenter, “Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” 
245-61. 
 
59 For example, see Keller, For Such a Time as This, 175-82, 185-91; Miles, Georgia 
Harkness, 2-5, 13-16; Driskill, “Georgia Harkness,” 19-20; Dorrien, The Making of American 
Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism, and Modernity, 405-06. 
 
 
 
206 
looks as if the world were not only moving forward, but moving in the direction of the 
attainment of higher moral values.60 
 
In other parts of the book, she joined her theologically liberal colleagues in looking forward to 
the imminent disappearance of what she considered the outmoded theological concepts of 
original sin,61 predestination,62 and the concepts of heaven and hell as motivation for moral 
behavior.63 With the advantage of almost a century’s hindsight that has included countless 
wars (including another World War), several horrific genocides, the continued blight of global 
slavery, and the ascendency of fundamentalism of the Christian Right with its emphasis on 
many of the key theological ideas Harkness claimed were “happily…disappearing,” it is easy 
to criticize Harkness’s lack of foresight.  
Yet, what is perhaps more surprising is how quickly Harkness came to reassess 
critically her own theological thought and create a new synthesis. She explained in “How My 
Mind Has Changed” that liberal theologians  
were in danger of selling out to science as the only approach to truth, of trusting too 
hopefully in man’s power to remake his world, of forgetting the profound fact of sin 
and the redeeming power of divine grace, of finding our chief evidence of God in 
cosmology, art or human personality, to the clouding of the clearer light of the 
incarnation. Liberalism needed to see in the Bible something more than a collection of 
moral adages and a compendium of great literature.64 
 
                                               
60 Harkness, Conflict in Religious Thought, 131. 
 
61 “The doctrine of ‘original sin’ is fast disappearing—and the sooner it disappears, the better 
for theology and human sympathy” (ibid., 221). 
 
62 “But happily the doctrine of predestination is disappearing, at least in its application to evils 
that are obviously preventable” (ibid., 234). 
 
63 “The person is rare, nowadays, whose moral conduct is affected to any marked degree by 
the fear of eternal damnation or hope of eternal reward” (ibid., 290). 
 
64 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” 21. 
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As Harkness made clear in “How My Mind Has Changed,” much of her theological 
transformation occurred in conversation with neo-orthodoxy, especially the work of Paul 
Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr with whom she studied at Union Theological Seminary over 
three semesters. While she forcefully rejected the seemingly absolute division between fallen 
humanity/nature and a transcendent God that was proposed most forcefully by Karl Barth,65 
she did find in Tillich’s work a commitment to the biblical witness (even if, like Tillich’s 
Christology, such a witness was reimagined in the present context) and a reckoning with the 
real presence of evil in the world.66 From Niebuhr (and neo-orthodoxy in general), she drew 
on a Christian realism that took seriously the sinfulness of humanity as well as the necessity 
of Christ’s atoning life, death, and resurrection as proclaimed in the Bible. 67 She remarked on 
Niebuhr’s Nature and Destiny of Man that it rightly chastised theological liberalism’s 
tendency to focus almost exclusively on God’s immanence and humanity’s ability to ascertain 
God through nature, while simultaneously ignoring humanity’s seemingly inexorable pull 
toward sinfulness.68   
                                               
65 Though even here Harkness could use a synoptic approach to find possible correctives. 
Carpenter notes, “In general[,] Harkness welcomed Barthian thought as a corrective to a 
liberalism which was not biblically based, which ignored the reality of human sin, or which 
denied the transcendence of God” (“Georgia Harkness’s Distinctive Personalistic Synthesis,” 
244). 
 
66 Ibid., 245, 254. 
 
67 For a further discussion of Niebuhr’s influence on Harkness’s thought, see Carpenter, 261-
71. 
 
68 Georgia Harkness, “A Symposium on Reinhold Niebuhr’s Nature and Destiny of Man,” in 
Miles, Georgia Harkness, 117. Originally published in Christendom 6 (Fall 1941): 567-70. 
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Yet, while she integrated these aspects of neo-orthodoxy into her own thinking, she 
also continued to find the movement’s assumptions wanting. She remarked of both Tillich and 
Niebuhr that they were “men with whom I do not agree very far but by whom I am stirred to 
rethink my faith.”69 Particularly in the case of Niebuhr, Harkness never was quite as 
pessimistic about the human condition and found Niebuhr’s arguments against theological 
liberalism usually directed at straw men or extreme examples that did not represent the best of 
theological liberalism.70 Again, in her critique of Nature and Destiny of Man, she claimed that 
Niebuhr too often conflated “religious liberalism with the secularistic liberalism of bourgeois 
culture.” She continued, “Much of what Niebuhr says was more true of Columbia University 
than of Union Seminary…In fact, I doubt whether Niebuhr himself as a former liberal leader 
ever cherished the utopianism regarding man’s powers that he now so readily assigns to those 
holding the liberal position.”71 She later reflected in “The Task of Theology” that those who 
attacked liberalism often took on a “‘straw man’ liberalism” that was “so easily knocked 
down, rolled over, and sat upon.”72 This liberalism was not what she espoused, nor did she see 
much of it in the thought of the great liberals of past and present generations in representatives 
                                               
69 Harkness, “‘A Spiritual Pilgrimage’: How Harkness’s Mind Changed,” 21-22. 
 
70 Dorrien observed, “Niebuhr specialized in demolishing a caricature; he never confronted 
liberal Protestantism at its best” (The Makings of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, 
Realism, and Modernity, 477). 
 
71 Harkness, “A Symposium on Reinhold Niebuhr’s Nature and Destiny of Man,” 117. 
 
72 Georgia Harkness, “The Task of Theology,” Religion in Life (Winter 1961-62), series 4, 
box 4, folder 109, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 5. 
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such as Harry Emerson Fosdick, Harris Franklin Rall, Henry Sloane Coffin, Bowne, and 
Knudson.73 
Indeed, many of her contemporaries, including some listed above, underwent a similar 
chastening without jettisoning the liberal tradition or label. Perhaps most tellingly, her pastor 
Ernest Fremont Tittle also wrote for The Christian Century’s “How My Mind Has Changed” 
series, expounding on many of same theological changes that Harkness had undergone. He too 
believed that liberalism had been too optimistic and needed to be reminded of the realities of 
sin and return to a more “God-centered” faith. However, he still affirmed that liberalism 
rightly emphasized humanity’s ability to love over its tendency to sin: “Man, no doubt is a 
sinner in need of redemption. Yet the most significant fact about him is not, I think, his 
capacity to sin but rather his capacity to respond to the redeeming love of God.”74 In a 1939 
sermon entitled “Liberalism Today,” Tittle also employed the language Harkness had used of 
a “chastened” liberalism to describe his renewed theological commitments: 
The liberalism of history was too superficial. It needed to be chastened and sobered. It 
has been by world events. Liberals whom I personally know are now aware of the fact 
that the major premise of the liberal creed from now on is: I believe in God; and that 
the minor premise is: I believe in man, and I believe that man is a sinner in need of the 
grace of God.75 
 
Thus, Harkness was neither alone in her chastening nor alone in her recommitment to a 
deepened liberalism strengthened by neo-orthodox critique. 
                                               
73 Ibid. 
 
74 Quoted in Christopher Evans, Social Gospel Liberalism and the Ministry of Ernest Fremont 
Tittle (Lewiston, NY: Mellen University Press, 1996), 257. 
 
75 Quoted in Evans, 260. 
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Two other events contributed to her reevaluation of theological liberalism’s optimistic 
theological anthropology—one global (already hinted to in Tittle’s quote) and one personal. 
The first, and one of the most obviously cited, were the two world wars. Seeing the aftermath 
of World War I firsthand on the Sherwood Eddy Tour and the build up to World War II that 
would end with two atomic blasts no doubt caused many overly-optimistic liberals to take into 
account humanity’s great capacity for evil. The second event, though still a few years in the 
future when she wrote her article for The Christian Century, was her own experience of 
depression or, as she most often described it in the poignant language of St. John of the Cross, 
her “dark night of the soul.”76 This time of personal anguish was brought on by a toxic 
combination of depression, loneliness, exhaustion, and chronic back pain.77 As Keller argued, 
this experience was part of the process in which Harkness watched her triumphant religion 
fueled by human striving crumble and a more God-centered and humble religious expression 
take its place.78 She discovered through these events that humanity was more capable of great 
evil (though still capable of great good) and more pervious to the physical, emotional, mental, 
and spiritual strain of life, requiring an active God who seeks a too-often passive humanity 
rather than an active humanity that seeks a too-often passive God. “The Christian gospel is not 
that we save ourselves by finding God. It is that God finds and saves us when we let him.”79   
                                               
76 Also, the title of the book she would write about the experience, though not 
autobiographically. 
 
77 See Keller, “From ‘Triumphant Religion’ to the Dark Night of Her Soul: 1937-1945,” in 
Georgia Harkness, 203-28. 
 
78 Ibid., 225-26. 
 
79 Georgia Harkness, The Dark Night of the Soul (Nashville: Abingdon, 1945), 170. 
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Finally, Harkness’s theological shift found its lasting center in the person of Jesus 
Christ, synthesizing both the ethical example of Jesus’ life (the liberal/social gospel emphasis) 
and the redemptive work of Christ in his death and resurrection (the conservative/neo-
orthodox emphasis). As she made clear in The Christian Century article, “[Liberalism] needed 
to see in Christ something more than a great figure living sacrificially and dying for his 
convictions. It needed to be recalled to the meaning of the cross and the power of the 
resurrection.”80 Again, the influence of Barthian/neo-orthodox christocentrism is readily 
apparent, but perhaps even more influential was the aforementioned deathbed wish of her 
father that she “would write more about Jesus Christ.”81 Through a confluence of personal 
events and synthetic interaction with (mainly) the neo-orthodox thinking of such luminaries as 
Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich, Harkness’s theology thus came to a more balanced 
anthropology that could see humanity’s potential for greatness as well as for great evil; a 
recovery of the historic sources of the faith, particularly biblical revelation; and a 
christocentric faith that balanced Jesus as moral exemplar with Christ’s salvific and 
redemptive work in the crucifixion and resurrection. In her 1941 article “Theology in 
Religious Education,” she envisioned what this new chastened liberalism would look like, 
imagining it  
purged and enriched by its contact with the new orthodoxy and by the judgments of 
God written in the events of these times…I believe it will have in it a deepened sense 
of the reality of a transcendent-immanent personal God and of man’s dependence on 
him. Without losing any of its moral or social emphasis, it will seek for a deeper 
consciousness of the meaning of sin, repentance, forgiveness, and conversion, and will 
affirm the availability of divine grace to all who in humility and faith lay hold upon it 
in personal commitment. It will find its ground of confidence, not in human progress 
or man’s wisdom, but in the eternal God who lives and moves in history, even in dark 
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days. It will make a large place of the Bible and the church. It will see in Jesus the 
supreme personality, teacher and example, leader and Lord, the revelation of God, and 
will find in the Incarnation and the Cross the central loci of our faith. This faith it will 
seek to import to growing persons as their rightful and distinctive Christian heritage.82 
 
At the same time Harkness was reevaluating her theological and philosophical 
positions, she was also recommitting herself to the ecclesial life and tradition of the church of 
Jesus Christ. She explained in “How My Mind Has Changed”: 
Finally, I believe the church to be the custodian of Christian gospel and its matrix for 
growth. I have never stood outside the church, for my parents took me to its services 
long before I can remember and with few exceptions since, I have entered into the 
house of God on the Sabbath day. Twelve years ago the Methodist Episcopal Church 
ordained me, and I have preached from the pulpits of most of the major Protestant 
denominations. Yet within the past two years the church has taken on new meaning.83 
 
In the opening chapter of The Faith by which the Church Lives (1940), Harkness explained 
several of the new meanings she gleaned regarding the church over the past decade. First, she 
made the claim, startling for a theologian schooled in Protestant liberalism, that “the Christian 
Church, under God, is the greatest hope of a baffled and needy world.”84 Because the Church 
was the “only functioning international organism” that stretched above and beyond national 
and racial identities, it could promote justice and peace in a way other political and national 
orders could not.85 Moreover, while nations often propagated their own selfish interests, 
Harkness argued that “the Church spreads education and light, and endeavors by its glad 
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tidings of great joy to bring peace on earth, good will among men.”86 To Harkness’s mind, the 
power and presence of the church was both a stabilizing and destabilizing factor, “holding the 
world together” during the chaotic days preceding World War II while also turning “the world 
upside down to shake human nature from its lethargy.”87 In “The Church in a World at War,” 
she went so far as to claim that the “saving of the world rests with the churches!”88 Further, 
she argued that the church judges and purifies the many economic and political ideologies that 
seek dominance in the world, from the economic self-interest of unfettered capitalism to the 
rising political movements of fascism and communism.89 Finally, as mentioned in Chapter 
Two (and not mentioned in The Faith by which the Church Lives), Harkness came to see 
worship as the fundamental raison d’être of the church’s existence, without which mission 
became empty social programs and community became little more than a social gathering.90  
She knew that many of her theologically liberal colleagues saw very little use for the 
church (though the same could be said for Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr). Repeating many of 
the arguments she had heard throughout the years, she noted, “There are many to tell us that 
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the church is dead or dying; that it is an empty shell from which life has fled; that its 
buildings, its sermonizings, its rituals, its vestigial remains in our marriage and burial 
customs, are but relics of departed usefulness.”91 Many liberal theologians saw the church as 
an anachronism no longer needed for the enlightened modern individual (the excesses of some 
of the more individualistic and humanistic strands of theological liberalism) or as a social 
gathering for the promotion and propagation of social action (the excesses of some of the 
proponents of the social gospel). Yet, Harkness reaffirmed her commitment to the church of 
Jesus Christ as essential to the Christian faith, warning her colleagues, “[L]et us never 
suppose we have outgrown the church to the point where we can dispense with its worship 
and its service both to us and through us. We all need it.”92 
Though reaffirming every Christian’s need for the church, she was not unaware of the 
many imperfections of the churches that made up the church of Jesus Christ and often 
criticized the churches at these very points: “No one knows better than those who love the 
Church its pettiness, its compromises, its divisive sectarianism, its defeats along many fronts 
where it is passed by for other social agencies and interests.”93 Yet, she believed that in spite 
of the infighting and constant denominational division lay a deeper source of unity.  
Within the church as it is, with all its division, its compromises and its pettiness, 
Christ’s true church is working. It encompasses some of the most strategic social 
action of our day, as it has in every day. Because it is a supra-national fellowship, it is 
the only truly international organism. When almost everything else trembles it is least 
shaken of all our major institutions. Into a world of strife and gloom it brings 
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brotherhood and light. Both because of its foundations and its mission, the gates of 
hell cannot prevail against it. The Christian can be confident that whatever the 
outcome of the present turmoil, the church will survive and will go forward “with the 
cross of Jesus going on before.”94 
 
Because Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of the church, Harkness argued, the church cannot fail. 
By far the greatest influence on Harkness’s reaffirmation of the church of Jesus Christ 
was her participation in the many gatherings of the burgeoning ecumenical movement.  
It has been my privilege to attend four ecumenical gatherings: Oxford, Madras, 
Amsterdam and the Geneva Conference…They have left what I believe will be a 
permanent impression on me. A cynic is said to have remarked, “I believe in the 
Church Universal, and regret that it does not exist.” I know that it exists, for I have 
four times beheld it in action, experienced the thrill of its fellowship, witnessed the 
evidence of its victories, felt upborne in my own halting spiritual pilgrimage by its 
abundant and encompassing sources of power.95 
 
Excluding the formative experience of the global and ecumenical worship at the conferences 
(which will be covered in greater detail below), Harkness was struck over these four 
conferences by the fellowship among people of many different backgrounds and theological 
traditions as well as the unity of theological thought that could be found not when statements 
were “watered down to the dead level of compromise” but “lifted to the high level of 
Christian unity.” Likewise, she found hope in the power and promise of world mission that 
could be found when the diversity of language, dress, and skin tone united around the work of 
Jesus Christ. This was particularly evident in the energy of the newer churches of the global 
South and East. Finally, she believed that such an international movement of churches could 
also unite Christians around common areas of social concern (even as the means to achieve 
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these social ends were still points of contention).96 These unifying ecumenical experiences 
with groups of people that looked, thought, acted, and believed so differently convinced 
Harkness that though these many different parts appeared so disparate, they all belonged to 
the one body of Christ, the church. 
 
A Growing Commitment to Worship and Devotion 
 
Finally, Harkness developed a growing commitment to corporate worship and personal 
devotion.  
Worship has become more meaningful. This is due to no change in thought, for I have 
long believed in a God worthy to receive adoration and glory and praise. Apart from 
worship, faith lacks resonance and power. But I am by nature more of an activist than 
a mystic. In these years God has revealed his presence to me with greater vividness 
and warmth. In the midst of increasing activities I have been led to find a richer 
communion in living silence and in the great liturgies of the church.97 
 
Moving from the great liturgies of corporate worship, she then focused on the necessity of 
personal devotion: 
In the turmoil and strain of this decade great numbers of people have been driven to 
look to God for the resources they did not find in themselves or in social relations. 
Students are more interested in personal religion now than they have been since my 
own student days. In part this betokens a recovery of the inner life of religion; in part it 
is, I fear, an escape from the difficulty of making decisions about social action in a 
world which seems almost at an impasse. This has deepened my realization that what I 
would try to impart I must first seek to possess.98 
 
As has been demonstrated in the previous two chapters, the most basic evidence for 
Harkness’s growing commitment to corporate worship and personal devotion was the new 
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pride of place it received in her writing—both her writing on the practice of worship and 
devotion as well as the worship services she planned and the prayers, hymns, and devotional 
material she wrote for the liturgy of the church. Her changing mind was most clearly revealed 
in the changing priorities of her work.  
Yet, as she made clear in the article, her newfound commitment to worship was also 
connected to her growing interest in reading and writing poetry (tellingly, this is the only part 
of the article omitted in Miles’s reprinting):  
Another type of experience has done much to deepen the reality of worship. Since The 
Christian Century has been generous enough to publish numerous bits of religious 
verse which I have written, it may not be amiss to tell how this avocation came about. 
Until the first week of November 1931, I had written no poetry. In fact, I could not 
understand poetry very well and felt no desire to read it. A poet friend, Molly 
Anderson Haley, came to the college where I was teaching to give a short course on 
versification. I thought it would be interesting, and perhaps beneficial to my blindness, 
if I were to attend. The first day I wrote a bit of doggerel. On the second I wrote a 
sonnet, “Holy Flame,” which was later published in The Christian Century and in 1935 
became the title poem for a little volume of religious verse. I am not and never shall be 
a poet, yet the allurement of playing with words and trying to make them say 
rhythmically what prose will not has opened an undiscovered territory of religious and 
aesthetic meaning. I am convinced that many people could write verse as naturally as 
children take to artistic expression if only their inhibitions could be unloosed. I 
commend to the reader this inexpensive and inwardly rewarding vocation.99 
 
Before exploring the connection between poetry and worship, it is worth nothing that 
once she felt a desire to read and understand poetry, it became a consistent resource for 
Harkness’s own writing. Among her favorite sources was Alfred Tennyson, whose words she 
used to explain a variety of religious experiences and concepts. In describing the mystery and 
efficacy of prayer, she recited from his Morte D’Arthur: “More things are wrought by prayer / 
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Than this world dreams of. Wherefore, let thy voice / Rise like a fountain for me night and 
day.”100 To demonstrate the immortality of humanity in the face of death, she quoted 
Tennyson’s In Memoriam: “Thou wilt not leave us in the dust; / Thou madest man, he knows 
not why, / He thinks he was not made to die; / And Thou hast made him; Thou art just.”101 
She also drew from In Memoriam to help describe the inexorable coming of God’s kingdom: 
“One God, one law, one element, / And one far-off divine event, / To which the whole 
creation moves.”102 Poetry became another source from which Harkness drew to help explain 
theological concepts to the layperson in her various writings. 
Harkness’s growing poetic sensibilities also gave her a new favorite image for God: 
the Poet. The first use of God as poet came in her The Resources of Religion (1936), in which 
she used the symbolic title to help explain God’s self-limitations. Just as a poet chooses a 
particular form, like the Petrarchan sonnet, that will create certain limits to which the poet 
must conform if the poem is to remain a sonnet, so too God creates within a form whose 
structure limits what God can do in every situation, but does not limit the creativity God 
employs to bring about beauty within the structure: 
Perhaps the Master Poet, knowning absolute beauty as well as all depths of pain, may 
have to and may choose to build his universe in the way he does. Such a God is limited 
in the sense that he can do his work only within the bound set by his chosen method 
and by his own principles of harmony and reason, yet infinite in that there is no upper 
limit to his artistic and moral creativity. Such a God, choosing to create a world of 
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human freedom and natural law, may find limitation in the process but may still be 
eternally creating what is even in tragedy “the best of all possible worlds.” Such a 
God, expressing himself at the fullest in the tragic beauty of the cross, is through all 
time worthy of man’s highest loyalty and devotion.103 
 
She built on the image of God the Master Poet in The Recovery of Ideals (1937), in which she 
enumerated five ways in which the work of the poet sheds light on God’s character and 
activity: 
At least five things mark off the work of a poet from that of a rhymester. (1) A poet 
must create something, and the thing he creates must be both a mechanism and an 
organism. That is, it must conform to definite requirements of interrelated structure, a 
structure not only related part to part, but part to whole. (2) The created work must 
possess beauty, with a unity and symmetry of form in which the form is the 
inconspicuous but essential vehicle for the conveying of a meaning to which it is 
appropriate. (3) The poem must say something worth saying. The meaning must not be 
too obvious. The poem must not too plainly point a moral. But it must make its 
contribution to the richness of life. (4) What the poet creates must say something 
which comes from his own personality as a revelation of its nature, yet projects itself 
outward to meet a response in other minds. Only appreciative minds can make this 
response. (5) The poem must possess universality of meaning. It may delight the 
senses, or intrigue the fancy, or rend the heart, but a real poem must somehow touch 
the deeper emotions and leave the hearer or reader with a sense of having been lifted 
out of himself, and upward, by a miracle of beauty. 
All these things God does in his universe.104 
 
While always clear to point out that this was symbolic or analogical language for God, she 
argued that, save Fatherhood, most likely the best metaphor for God was that of Master 
Poet.105 Obviously, Harkness’s work as a poet opened new avenues by which she understood 
the nature of God and explained these theological insights to her reading audience. 
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Yet, poetry was not simply another source for theological reflection. It also was firmly 
connected Harkness’s devotional and liturgical life. The most obvious connection between 
poetry and worship in Harkness’s life was her developing avocation as a hymnwriter, writing 
theologically-rich songs for the church to sing in corporate worship. Further, as mentioned in 
Chapter Two, much of the poetry Harkness published was connected to biblical passages 
and/or meditations that she produced specifically for the devotional life of the average 
layperson. Harkness’s poetic skill was put in service of the corporate liturgy of the church and 
the individual devotion of the congregant. 
 Yet, as is made clear from the above quote and the entire corpus of her life’s work, 
poetry was not simply a hobby in which she found herself naturally skilled. It was also a 
means by which Harkness explored “undiscovered territory” within herself, discovering this 
terra incognita in part through the struggle of expressing inward feelings in a structured meter 
and rhyme scheme. While an examination of her use of poetry goes beyond the scope of the 
present study, one example will suffice to show the profound impact poetry had on Harkness’s 
spiritual life. As described in Chapter One,106 Harkness’s years at Garrett coincided with a 
time of spiritual, emotional, and physical exhaustion. In Grace Abounding, her 
autobiographical book of poetry, she recounted, “When I went home for the summer vacation, 
I hoped to get rested, but anxiety and tension superseded rest. I wondered seriously whether I 
could ‘make it’ to go on with the unusual opportunities that had so marvelously been opened 
to me.” Overcome by anxiety, she left the house and went for a walk:  
I well remember going for a walk one evening after supper, sitting down on a flat 
stone that had fallen off the stone wall, and giving myself up to the calm beauty of the 
evening. I do not recall that I thought about the anxieties that confronted me—those 
were for the hours of insomnia in the night seasons. I simply lost myself in the 
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loveliness of God’s world. The words of this poem formed themselves in my mind, 
and when the dark came, I went to my room and wrote them down… 
 
 
God of the evening wind, kissing my hair! 
God of cicadas, God of the goldenrod! 
Glad God that makes of earth’s beauty a stair 
Whereon I may mount, up and up, through the air 
Up to the clouds where the angels have trod— 
 
Angels that peopled my child-world with light 
Only to fade in the glare of plain day; 
But now I recapture them, cloud-girt and bright, 
In the song of cicadas that chant their delight 
And my ears are unstopped as they carol their lay. 
 
God of the evening star, shining quick clear! 
God of mountains of sable, clouds of rose, gray and tan! 
In the hush of the evening a clarion I hear 
To rest and to work again—God’s chanticleer— 
And in the cool quiet I answer, “I can!” 
 
…That night I slept well.107 
Harkness marked this evening “as a turning point toward new confidence and strength, and it 
will forever be associated in my mind with the poem’s last two words.”108 Poetry not only 
expressed a spiritual experience, but the composition of the poem was part of the experience 
itself. Poetry was no less than a spiritual practice, part of Harkness’s devotional life that 
shaped her own spiritual growth and theological outlook and then gave expression to that 
formation, often in service to the worshipping church and individual.  
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In explaining her growing commitment to worship, Harkness pointed to several 
different reasons beyond the need she saw in her students for a deeper inner religious life: 
Certain other experiences have contributed. The morning worship services in the 
Union Seminary chapel left with me much—more, perhaps, than the refreshing winds 
of doctrine which are ever blowing there. I share the general judgment that the services 
of worship in St. Mary’s Church were the greatest and most potent factor of the 
Oxford Conference. Within this decade I have come to a fresh awareness of God in 
nature by the shore of an Adirondack lake and among the hills of my native northern 
New York. Recently, sitting silently before the exquisite beauty of the Taj Mahal, I felt 
a sense of the numinous such as has never been stirred in me by any Christian art.109 
 
As had been commented on several times throughout the present study, Harkness’s 
love for nature was always a source of joy, but here she made clear that the experience of God 
through the created world led her back to the significance of worship and devotion. The 
importance of nature can be seen in the pride of place she gave to creation in her poems. For 
instance, in her Grace Abounding (1969), ten of her poems are grouped under the section 
heading, “God Speaks through His World,” a clear indication of the sacramental role 
Harkness gave creation.110 Nature also was a constant theme in the liturgical resources she 
created. Her poetry-cum-devotional manual Be Still and Know often used nature as the 
starting point for devotional reflection, with such evocative titles as “Wonder,” “To Beauty,” 
“Sunrise,” “Sunset,” “Nightfall by the Lake,” “The Starry Heaven and the Moral Law,” 
“Spring’s Here!”, “The Waters of the Resting Place,” and “Autumn Hill.”111 Perhaps her “The 
Signature of God” demonstrates most clearly the connection she drew between nature and 
worship. Beginning with a passage from Psalm 104:24 (“O Lord, how manifold are thy 
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works! In wisdom hast thou made them all; the earth is full of thy creatures”), Harkness wrote 
a Shakespearean sonnet (one of Harkness’s favorite forms) expressing nature’s role in 
revealing God’s glory: 
In sparkling radiance of earth and sky, 
In quiet hills where cattle graze, content, 
In mountain fastness, verdure-walled and high, 
In these are writ a glory that was lent. 
 
The flashing loveliness of sun-lit sea, 
The graceful birds that skim its foam-flecked breast, 
Each gladsome bough and blossom, winter-free, 
Speak to my soul of rapture and of rest. 
 
Thou madest, Lord, Thy world to be so fair 
Which men in folly mar with strife and fear; 
But open now my eyes and let me dare 
Believe Thy hand is sure, Thy heart is near. 
 
For when such beauty speaks and bids me pray, 
I know the Light of Life shines on our way. 
She concluded the devotion with a prayer of adoration and petition for the glory of God’s 
creation.  
Glory be to Thee, O Lord! For earth and sky, mountains and seas, birds and flowers, 
all the many lovely things of Thy world, we bless and praise Thee! Manifold are Thy 
works; in wisdom hast Thou made them all; the earth is full of the riches of Thy 
creation. 
 
Let us never, O Lord, be dull to this beauty so freely given or to the goodness of Thy 
handiwork. As men of old in awe before the glory of Thy creation declared, “And God 
saw that it was good,” so may we ever believe and witness, even in darkest days. To 
Thee we pledge joyous, grateful, trusting hearts. AMEN.112 
 
Similarly, several of Harkness’s hymn texts used imagery from nature to quicken the 
hearts and minds of the congregation toward the worship of God. Two in particular—“God of 
the Fertile Fields” and “The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine”—are built around the themes 
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of creation. The latter hymn’s first two stanzas sing of the glory of God’s handiwork found in 
creation and humanity’s role in stewarding this gift: 
The earth thou gavest, Lord, is thine; 
We stand on hallowed ground. 
In field and forest, mart and mine 
Thy handiwork is found. 
O Lord of earth and sky and sea, 
In this our dwelling-place, 
We pledge to thee fidelity, 
Empowered by thy grace. 
 
We would not claim what is not ours, 
Nor thy fair land despoil; 
We hold in trust the golden hours 
Thou givest us for toil. 
Our talents, too, of mind or hand 
Are ours by thy bequest; 
To serve mankind in every land 
We strive at thy behest.113 
 
Not only is this one of the earliest examples of the theme of creation care being taken up in a 
hymn text (a theme that would flourish in the latter half of the twentieth century as part of the 
“hymn renaissance” in England and the United States), it also indicates how Harkness’s love 
for creation was expressed hymnically. 
Besides nature, Harkness also pointed to the ecumenical movement’s worship services 
as a key part in her developing sense of worship’s importance. For example, in  
her “Una Sancta—Impressions of the Oxford Conference,” she wrote: 
The services of worship held each morning and evening in St. Mary’s Church were the 
focal point of the conference. On this site Christian worship has been maintained 
continuously for nearly a thousand years. Here one felt all contemporary differences to 
be merged in a common loyalty to Christ. The inclusive nature of the church was 
evident in the fact that those leading in worship, like the conference membership as a 
whole, were of the most diverse ecclesiastical traditions and national cultures. This 
fact was dramatized by picturesque differences in garb and speech, while the unity that 
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binds together the Body of Christ was apparent in the use of hymns and prayers which 
transcend linguistic barriers. 114 
 
A few decades later, she drew on the experience at Oxford to describe the impact 
worship had on her at the Third World Conference of Faith and Order at Lund (1952): 
The worship services were to me the most moving of any ecumenical gathering since 
Oxford. Few will ever forget the great Sunday morning Communion service celebrated 
in the Cathedral after the order of the Church of Sweden and open to all by invitation 
of the chairman of the conference, Archbishop Brilioth. The daily morning services of 
worship conducted according to many traditions in the beautiful old-twelfth-century 
cathedral were rich in spiritual power, and a living reminder of the power of our faith 
to span all differences of time and space.115 
 
And while not a liturgical event per se, at the Third International Missionary Council in 
Madras, India (1938), she noted the powerful moment when a local congregation came to the 
delegation on Christmas Eve and sang “in their own tongue but with an unmistakable tune, 
‘Joy to the world! the Lord is come.’”116 The experience of worshipping Christ with brothers 
and sisters from around the world impressed upon Harkness the fundamental centrality of 
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Christian worship on the same site for a thousand years; where through the great old hymns 
and prayers and Scripture of the church the Spirit spoke without need of translation; where 
through a diversity of tongues and a diversity of gifts we found ourselves one in the living 
Body of Christ” (“For Such a Time as This,” series 7, box 6, folder 16, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1-2). 
 
115 Georgia Harkness, “The Third World Conference on Faith and Order,” Church Woman 
(November 1952), series 10, box 12, folder 186, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 2. 
 
116 Georgia Harkness, “Joy to the World,” World Call (December 1965), series 10, box 11, 
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worship not only for the Church of Christ, but for theologians like her who sought to possess 
the power that they desired to impart to their students. 
While scholars have touched on this deepening interest in worship and personal 
devotion that Harkness attested to in The Christian Century article,117 what has yet to be fully 
developed is the way in which her growing commitments to worship and personal devotion 
played a key role in her ecumenical, theological, and even philosophical shifts.  
Because Harkness believed in a synoptic approach to knowledge with its requisite criteria of 
coherence, any development in one area of life naturally and necessarily led to further 
developments in all other areas. Thus, to state it most plainly: her deepening experience and 
understanding of worship and personal devotion were pivotal in changing her views on the 
church, theological exploration, and quite possibly her metaphysical understanding of reality 
as a whole. 
For example, it has already been noted how her experience of ecumenism helped 
develop her own understanding of worship, but it was also the experience of worship that 
developed her understanding of ecumenism. While some have touched upon the role worship 
played in forming Harkness’s expanding understanding of the global church,118 the central 
                                               
117 For instance, see Keller, 191-93. 
 
118 For example, Paula Gilbert’s chapter on ecumenism in her dissertation does note the 
central role of worship at various conferences (“In a sense, the fellowship that she experienced 
at worship services and over teacups overshadowed and pushed to one side deep theological 
differences”) as well as the broader role of worship in the ecumenical movement 
(“[E]cumenism focuses upon the centrality of worship in Christian life. Here, as Harkness 
suggests, the interest is not upon worship as self-gratification but rather as being ‘so centered 
in God and the Cross of Christ that the same time it stirs to asocial action and imparts inner 
courage, peace, and hope.’”). See “Responsible Choice of the Greater Good: Christian Unity,” 
in “Choice of the Greater Good: The Christian Witness of Georgia Harkness Arising from the 
Interplay of Spiritual Life and Theological Perspective” (PhD dissertation, Duke University, 
April 1984), 134-72.  
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role of worship in both forming and explaining Harkness’s expanding ecumenical imagination 
has yet to be fully developed. Almost without exception, Harkness argued that it was the 
common worship at these conferences that did more to bring about a sense of Christian unity 
than all the various theological discussions. Not only is this demonstrated in the 
aforementioned quote from “How My Mind Has Changed” (“I share the general judgment that 
the services of worship in St. Mary’s Church were the greatest and most potent factor of the 
Oxford Conference”), but she elaborated on this conviction in several other reflections. Again, 
in her “Una Sancta—Impressions of the Oxford Conference,” she explained (beginning with a 
previously-quoted section), “The services of worship held each morning and evening in St. 
Mary’s Church were the focal point of the conference.... These services not only gave unity 
and power to the conference, but they contributed much to the mood of humility and 
repentance which characterized its deliberations throughout to a remarkable degree.”119 
She made a similar pronouncement regarding the World Conference of Christian Youth in 
Amsterdam (1939), noting, “The services of worship have been carefully planned and 
superbly conducted, and already, as at Oxford, one hears testimony to their uniting and lifting 
power.”120  
There are several essential points that can be gleaned from Harkness’s recollections of 
ecumenical worship. First, Harkness’s own ecumenical vision of the church was expanded 
primarily through liturgical experiences rather than theological reflection. Worshipping 
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together with people of different denominations, classes, and races became the means by 
which Harkness could imagine a truly united global church because she was able to 
experience a foretaste of that vision in worship. It is no wonder that Harkness believed that the 
worship services at ecumenical conferences were not an addendum to the important 
theological work but the essential “focal point” around which the conference turned. In that 
same vein, these worship services both expressed the unity present by the use of “hymns and 
prayers which transcend linguistic barriers” within the diversity of “garb and speech,” while 
also creating the unity necessary to do the difficult theological work of ecumenism. Finally, as 
a foretaste of a united church that could worship together despite theological and 
ecclesiological division, these worship services prescribed unity and challenged the continued 
ongoing divisions of the church sometimes expressed in worship, particularly in the lack of 
intercommunion between denominations.121 
Tellingly, as Harkness’s ecumenical vision was primarily formed by worship, she 
demonstrated that growing commitment to the church through her own liturgical 
compositions. For example, many of these strands—the global and diverse nature of the 
church, the essential and unifying work of worship, and the sin of divisions—were woven 
together in a prayer for the unity of the church composed by Harkness: 
Almighty God, whose will it is that all dividing walls of separation be broken down 
and that all Thy children dwell together in unity of spirit, accept our tribute of 
gratitude that this day draws nearer. From North and South, from East and West, 
Christians come together to worship and to serve Thee and seek to lead Thy Church in 
ways of more obedient stewardship. We rejoice in the rich diversity of the household 
                                               
121 E.g., “Communion services present one of the most embarrassing problems to ecumenical 
gatherings” (Georgia Harkness, “Evanston and the Responsible Society,” series 2, box 4, 
folder 29, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL, 18). 
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of our faith, and within it we would respond to Thy call to a closer unity in Christ, our 
one Savior, Master and Lord. 
 
Forgive us, our God, that in complacency of spirit and indifference to Thy call we too 
often follow after our own petty interests, not heeding the summons of Him who is the 
Lord of the Church. Disturb us; have mercy upon us; empower us to a closer 
fellowship with Thee and with one another as we seek to serve Thee and Thy world. 
And grant to each one of us some part in the upbuilding of the Body of Christ. In His 
name we come to Thee. Amen.122 
 
An excerpt from her prayer “For the Christian Church,” echoed many of the same themes, but 
also demonstrated the issues Harkness saw as the chief source of continued division:  
Endue us, O God, with a living sense of our high calling as Thy servants, one in Christ 
Jesus. Help us to put away all pettiness, all rivalry, the self-interest which infests even 
the life of the church, and the allegiance to traditional ways which thwarts the advance 
of unity. Help us to go forward together in the knowledge that though there be many 
households of faith, there is but one family of God.123  
 
Here Harkness demonstrated that her evangelical liberalism was still, at its core, liberalism. 
Yes, the church was taken more seriously and its unity prayed for, but she still saw one of the 
chief sources of disunity as the blind “allegiance to traditional ways which thwarts the 
advance of unity,” a statement that could be taken as an indictment of certain strands of 
fundamentalism, Neo-orthodoxy, and Roman Catholicism. 
Harkness also employed others’ hymn texts to help explain her ecumenical vision. One 
of her favorite texts to use was a section of the third stanza from Sabine Baring-Gould’s 
“Onward, Christian Soldiers”: “We are not divided, / all one body we, / one in hope and 
doctrine, / one in charity.” While she noted that these words “have often seemed to me an 
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ironical travesty upon the actual state of Christ’s church—dismembered body that it is,” yet 
“the Oxford Conference brought vividly before me the deep-lying truth expressed in these 
words… the total impression left with me [from the conference] is that the church is a united 
and mighty body, bound together indissolubly ‘through Jesus Christ our Lord.’ In the battle 
against evil and chaos it may yet save the world, ‘With the cross of Jesus / Going on 
before.’”124 Reflecting on the same words in another article, Harkness noted, “What it says to 
me in the third verse is that in spite of the rapid changes and the giant evils of our time, the 
Church will not only survive, but stand strong and go forward.”125  
Similarly, Harkness used Samuel John Stone’s “The Church’s One Foundation” to 
demonstrate the underlying unity of the church despite division. After quoting the opening 
couplet (“The Church’s one foundation / is Jesus Christ her Lord”), Harkness admitted: 
The American Christian who sings these words as part of the more or less worshipful 
Sunday morning service is likely, in the first place, not think at all what they mean—
and if he does give the matter any thought, to conclude that they are not very 
true…The dominant impression which the Oxford Conference left with me is that the 
words quoted above are profoundly true, and that because they are true, the church is a 
unified, powerful, forward-moving body.126 
 
If unity was found not in common doctrine but the lordship of Jesus Christ, the church was in 
a mystical way already united even as it worked to embody further that unity in worship, 
service, and doctrine. Through liturgical experience and reflection, Harkness thus developed 
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an ecumenical vision rooted in the person of Jesus Christ that expressed, created, and 
prescribed the unity of the church that was both already ontologically present as the body of 
Christ and still in need of fuller expression through the continued efforts of the ecumenical 
movement. Thus, the ecumenical movement’s worship helped deepen Harkness’s appreciation 
for worship as a whole, but worship was also the primary means by which Harkness changed 
her mind about the role of ecumenism. 
Harkness’s growing commitments to worship and devotion also played a significant 
role in her continued theological development. Several of these developments have been noted 
previously but are worth recapitulating. First, a growing appreciation for worship not only led 
to a deepening understanding of ecumenism specifically, but also to a deepening ecclesiology 
as a whole. In turn, her theology began taking seriously those traditional resources of the 
church so often underappreciated in theologically liberal circles—the biblical witness, 
sacraments, apostolic tradition—as well as the too-often jettisoned theological concepts of 
human sin and the redemptive work of Christ on the cross.  
Second, Harkness’s own experience of the “dark night of the soul” in the early 
1940s—her own feelings of the absence of God—led her to explore the dark night 
theologically as well as the apophatic experiences of the mystics in which God was 
experienced not only in presence but in absence.127 Third, to take the worship of the church 
more seriously necessitated taking the worshippers of the church more seriously, which, at 
least in part, can help explain Harkness’s turn to an applied theology that helped make the 
contours of her evangelical liberalism accessible to the average layperson. Finally, Harkness’s 
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232 
developing vocation as a poet, which The Christian Century article connected to her growing 
liturgical and devotional priorities, gave her one of her favorite new images for God: the 
Master Poet.   
Harkness also employed hymn texts sung to illumine her discussions of God and 
humanity. Harkness quoted hymns at least sixty-eight times in her books, not counting the 
many quotations of texts in her numerous articles. Besides the previously mentioned hymn 
texts Harkness cited to explain her growing ecumenical imagination (“The Church’s One 
Foundation” and “Onward, Christian Soldiers”), she used hymn texts to underscore several 
other theological points. To demonstrate the global nature of the church, she used the first 
stanza of John Oxenham’s “In Christ There Is No East or West,” to aver, “In Christ there is no 
East or West, / In him no South or North; / But one great fellowship of love / Throughout the 
whole wide earth.”128 Similarly, she used the first stanza of William Merrill’s “Rise Up, O 
Men of God” to help explain the post-millennial eschatology of the social gospel movement: 
“Rise up, O men of God! / His kingdom tarries long; / Bring in the day of brotherhood / And 
end the night of wrong.”129 Finally, to describe the mysterious means of God’s redemptive 
work, she turned to the opening lines of William Cowper’s famous hymn: “God moves in a 
mysterious way / His wonders to perform.”130  
Three hymn texts bear particular mention because they are used several times by 
Harkness in different books. First, Harkness twice turned to George Matheson’s “Make Me a 
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Captive, Lord” when trying to express the paradox of Christian freedom found in surrender to 
God. In the lengthier of the two citations, she wrote: 
Such a deliverance [by God] comes through a paradox—one surrenders freedom to 
find freedom. Its greatest expression is in the words of Jesus, “Whosoever will save 
his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake and the gospel’s shall 
find it.” Of the many citations which fill the records of all ages, one modern 
expression may be quoted which quite perfectly describes this paradoxical 
freedom…This is George Matheson’s familiar hymn: 
 
Make me captive, Lord, 
And then I shall be free; 
Force me to render up my sword, 
And I shall conqueror be. 
I sink in life’s alarms 
When by myself I stand; 
Imprison me within Thine arms 
And strong shall be my stand. 
 
My heart is weak and poor 
Until its master find; 
It has no spring of action sure— 
It varies with the wind. 
It cannot freely move, 
Till Thou hast wrought its chain; 
Enslave it with Thy matchless love, 
And deathless it shall reign.131 
 
For similar reasons, Harkness often quoted the third stanza of Maltbie D. Babcock’s 
“This Is My Father’s World” to help make sense of God’s sovereignty in the midst of 
suffering. In Beliefs That Count, Harkness explained: 
There are a thousand ways in which we try in today’s language to affirm this faith [in 
God], but perhaps none is more forceful or rings truer than the words of Maltbie D. 
Babcock’s familiar hymn: 
 
This is my Father’s world, 
O let me ne’er forget 
That though the wrong seems oft so strong, 
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God is the ruler yet. 
This is my Father’s world: 
Why should my heart be sad? 
The Lord is King: let the heavens ring! 
God reigns: let the earth be glad! 
 
This faith has something very important to say to man’s insecurity. It does not make 
life easy, rosy, or free from conflict and struggle. But it does indicate a spirit in which 
we should accept inwardly the necessary uncertainties of existence, and it provides an 
incentive by which we can change society in the direction of greater security for all 
men.132 
 
Harkness also employed this third stanza—in whole or part—to emphasize God’s sovereignty 
and future reign in the midst of suffering and pain in The Gospel and Our World133 and 
Understanding the Kingdom of God.134 
Finally, in describing the paradoxical victory of the cross, Harkness returned several 
times to the opening couplet of John Bowring’s “In the Cross of Christ I Glory”: “In the cross 
of Christ I glory / Tow’ring o’er the wrecks of time.” Harkness cited this portion of the hymn 
text to repeat her key claim that God’s victory is assured in spite of the very real presence of 
evil, suffering, and death:  
Ever since the first Good Friday and Easter morning Christians have known that evil is 
doomed, that whatever the worst that men may do, God cannot be vanquished…The 
                                               
132 Beliefs That Count, 15.  
 
133 “In the conviction that ‘This is my Father’s world,’ and /  ‘That though the wrong seems 
oft so strong, / God is the ruler yet,’ / anything can be endured and an incentive found to do 
what one can to help right the wrong” (Georgia Harkness, The Gospel and Our World [New 
York: Abingdon, 1949], 106). 
 
134 “God is not only the creator but the ruler of all he has made, and he remains so in spite of 
any thwarting of his will. As one of our familiar hymns puts it: ‘This is my Father’s 
world…God is the ruler yet’” (Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Kingdom of God 
[Nashville: Abingdon, 1974], 62). While not explicitly referencing the third stanza, Harkness 
alluded to a similar point in The Providence of God, when she claimed, “If ‘this is my Father’s 
world,’ as Christians not only sing but deeply believe, all that happens in nature happens by 
God’s power” (90). 
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wrecks of time are all around us. But for the Christian this means that for every Good 
Friday there can be an Easter morning; that beyond tragedy lies the possibility of 
triumph; that where God is, no defeat—not even death—is final.135 
 
Interestingly, in the three most common hymn texts Harkness used throughout her 
work, they are all used to express paradoxes: humanity’s freedom found in surrender to God 
(“Make Me Captive, Lord”); the goodness of God’s rule in spite of the obvious strength of 
wrong in the world (“This Is My Father’s World”); and the victory of resurrection life made 
known in the scandal of Christ’s death on a cross (“In the Cross of Christ I Glory”). Perhaps 
Harkness understood instinctively that paradoxes cannot be explained adequately in prose but 
were best expressed in all their mystery in the language of poetry. In doing so, Harkness used 
the hymn texts as a primary means by which to explain theological concepts and plumb the 
depths of the mystery and paradox of God. 
Harkness not only used the best of classical hymnody to explain theology, she also 
often used hymns she found musically or poetically wanting to make her point. For example, 
when explaining the companionship of God to humanity, she admitted:   
I have no great admiration, either theologically or aesthetically for that gospel song, 
the chorus of which affirms ecstatically: 
  
And He walks with me, and He talks with me, 
 And He tells me I am His own, 
 And the joy we share as we tarry there, 
 None other has ever known. 
 
Yet while I should never select this hymn for a service of worship over which I had 
any control, it affirms a deep-lying truth which is at least as much responsible for its 
popularity as are its sentimental words and lilting melody…God is that Power within 
the universe that enables us to feel within ourselves that we are not alone, that we have 
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more than each other, that there is something objective and eternal to give us direction 
and leadership.136 
 
While finding the tune “too jingly,” Harkness also argued that there are few better 
prescriptions for those “tempted to feel discouraged or unhappy” than to “Count your many 
blessings name them one by one, / And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.”137 In a 
similar vein, the common gospel refrain from her childhood—“Trust and obey, / For there’s 
no other way / To be happy in Jesus / But to trust and obey”—could not be “commend[ed] as 
great poetry, or its rhythm as great music.” Yet, Harkness argued, “it is profoundly true, and it 
is this message which comes to mind now across the decades, for it is also the word of our 
covenant God from across the centuries.”138 While not considering them aesthetic equals, 
Harkness found theological truth both in the classical hymnic corpus as well as in the texts of 
the gospel music tradition. This not only illumined her theological points but allowed access 
points for a wider swath of lay people to whom she was attempting to communicate and 
explicate the Christian faith. 
Finally, Harkness used hymn texts as negative examples, explaining how mindlessly 
singing certain songs could reinforce harmful theologies. So, in response to the occasional 
evolutionary optimism of a social gospel movement, she countered: 
There is nothing in the record of social evolution to substantiate the optimistic 
nineteenth century doctrine of automatic or unbroken progress. We sing sometimes 
over-blithely: 
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137 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 52-53 (quoting Johnson Oatman’s “Count Your 
Blessings”). 
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Forward through the ages, 
 In unbroken line, 
 Move the faithful spirits 
 At the call divine. 
 
In reality the line is broken at many points, and progress comes by streaks and patches. 
There neither is, nor can we hope to have, “the progress of mankind onward and 
upward forever” if we mean by this that there are no set-backs in the process.139 
 
In Prayer and the Common Life, Harkness argued that sin was often understood either as an 
offense against God or an affront to other people alone. As Harkness explained of the former, 
“The first mistake is made by those who are ready to sing or say, / ‘Tis done: the great 
transaction’s done! / I am my Lord’s and He is mine,’ / and forget that anything else is 
required.”140 From the above examples, it is clear that hymn texts she had sung since her 
childhood played a role in forming Harkness’s theological imagination and were a major 
source for her theological work. They also played an increasingly important role in helping to 
explain her evolving theology to laypeople who regularly used and sang the hymn texts she 
referenced. Finally, because Harkness employed a synoptic approach that could appropriate 
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truth wherever it was found, she could use positive and negative examples from both classical 
hymnody and popular gospel songs in service to her theological and pedagogical goals. 
It could also be argued that worship and devotion played a role in Harkness’s evolving 
philosophical metaphysic. First, as discussed in Chapter Two,141 her commitment to 
personalism as a whole, particularly the belief in a personal God, was in part influenced by 
her theology of prayer. If prayer was to be a coherent practice, it necessitated a belief in a 
personal God who could hear and respond to prayer. No doubt this belief in the basic tenet of 
personalism was strengthened by her own mystical experiences (e.g., her near drowning as a 
college student), regular devotion, and participation in corporate worship. While now moving 
into the field of conjecture, I believe it is very possible that Harkness’s own devotional 
experiences, particularly her communing with God in nature, may have been a catalyst for 
Harkness to reject one of Boston Personalism’s key metaphysical claims. As already 
mentioned, one of the foundational beliefs of Boston Personalism was that only the 
personal—human and divine—was ontologically real. All other parts of creation were caused 
but not real in the metaphysical sense. According to Gary Dorrien, this separation led Boston 
Personalism to being “weak on the moral and metaphysical importance of embodiment, 
nature, and environmental concern.”142 Yet, as demonstrated throughout this study, 
Harkness’s poetry, hymns, and devotional material were full of references to nature and God’s 
created world. Further, Harkness was writing hymns of environmental concern (i.e., “The 
Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine”) long before it was a common theme. I believe it is at 
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least plausible that Harkness’s own experiences of God in and through nature may have been 
part of what led her to assert, “I now see no valid sense in which it is possible to say that only 
persons are metaphysically real.”143 
 
Conclusion 
In studying how Harkness’s mind changed, it is important to recognize both the 
strands of continuity as well as the points of evolution in her thought. From her Boston 
Personalist roots, she never discarded the synoptic approach to truth that led her to affirm 
continually the importance of human and divine personality, humanity’s essential goodness 
and freedom to seek after the divine through reason and personal experience, and an ethical 
life modeled on the person of Jesus Christ. Ironically, it was this synoptic approach willing to 
judge and employ truth from all sources that led to some of Harkness’s most fundamental 
changes. Philosophically, her own wrestling with the problem of evil led her to reject the 
notion that personality was the only metaphysical reality, shifting toward a theistic realism 
that affirmed the reality of both humanity and creation. Theologically, her liberalism was 
“chastened and deepened” by her interaction with the neo-orthodoxy of Paul Tillich and 
Reinhold Niebuhr, the gruesome specter of two global wars, and her own personal experience 
of depression. This confluence of influences led Harkness to a more balanced theological 
liberalism that affirmed both humanity’s innate goodness and capacity for great evil, the 
social witness of Jesus to the poor and disenfranchised and Christ’s redemptive work on the 
cross, and the importance of modern human experience and the ecclesial tradition rooted in 
the biblical witness. Ecclesially, through her participation in the ecumenical movement, she 
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also came to a growing appreciation for the global church, truly united in Christ, “the 
Church’s one foundation.” Despite the many differences that tore the church asunder, if Christ 
was indeed its true foundation, it meant that the church was already united despite the 
differences still needing to be bridged. 
Liturgically, Harkness’s commitment to the worshipping life of the church and the 
devotional life of its members grew out of a number of experiences. Through worshipping 
with the global church at ecumenical gatherings, she began to see the importance of worship 
for Christian unity and so employed the traditional resources of the church (e.g., sacraments) 
in her theological reflection. In the beauty of nature, she came to experience the numinous 
quality of God that drew her back into worship and devotion. In finding a new vocation as a 
poet, Harkness was opened to a new way of experiencing God in her own devotional life as 
well as explaining God through the metaphor of Master Poet. Poetry and hymnody became a 
new source for theological reflection, and she began using her own poetry to create devotional 
and hymnic materials for the church. Indeed, from the 1930s onward, it can be argued that few 
themes receive more attention in her writing than worship and devotion.  
Yet, a key claim of this chapter is not only that Harkness’s ecclesial, theological, and 
philosophical thinking evolved or that she developed a growing commitment to worship, but 
that this growing liturgical commitment was the key catalyst in the evolution of her thought. 
Harkness clearly stated that it was the experience of the global church worshipping together at 
the ecumenical conferences that was central to her ecclesial evolution; it was in part 
Harkness’s experience of God through worship, nature, and poetry that led to new theological 
insights and made the liturgy’s rites and hymns a source for theological reflection; and it is 
quite possible that Harkness’s experience of God in the natural world was one of the factors 
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that led her to question the Boston Personalist assumption that only the person was 
metaphysically real. Harkness’s mind not only changed about worship and devotion, but 
worship and devotion played a central role in her philosophical, theological, and ecclesial 
evolution. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE CONNECTION BETWEEN WORSHIP AND ETHICS IN THE WORK OF 
GEORGIA HARKNESS 
 
 
Over the past thirty years, the connection between congregational worship and the 
ethical life of Christians has become a major area of exploration within the field of liturgical 
studies. Countless scholars have debated how and in what way services of worship to the 
triune God influences the way Christians make decisions about how they treat their neighbor 
and creation.1 In this chapter, I argue that Harkness presaged the current discussion in two 
key ways. First, as will be seen in the following section, many scholars recently have argued 
that the liturgy gives Christians a vision of God’s eschatological promise of the kingdom of 
God that calls them to make their present ethical decisions based upon that future promise. 
Harkness made a similar argument, but instead of primarily employing the eschatological 
language of the kingdom of God, she used the more philosophical, but still thoroughly 
eschatological, language of ideals; and in place of the Sunday liturgy she focused on the 
more general concept of prayer. Especially in her Recovery of Ideals (1937), she claimed that 
prayer makes present and clarifies God’s highest ideals for humanity that they are then are 
called to live toward in their ethical lives. Further, prayer points out where their lived reality 
and highest ideals are disjointed and empowers the Christian with the strength necessary to 
live in the light of these ideals. As will be demonstrated, Harkness’s own worship resources 
often used ideals as a means of forming the ethical imaginations of the congregation. Second, 
                                               
1 For example, see Mark Searle, “Liturgy and Social Ethics: An Annotated Bibliography,” Studia 
Liturgica 21 (1991): 220-35; and D. Brent Laytham and David Bjorlin, “Worship and Ethics: A 
Select Bibliography,” Studia Liturgica 43, no. 1 (2013): 169-88. 
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as academics continue to debate how worship influences theology and ethics (the 
interrelationship of the lex orandi, lex credendi, lex vivendi), Harkness argued that worship, 
ethics, and theology were inextricably bound, each influencing the other two in what liturgist 
James White described as a “liturgical circle.”2  
Further, I will contend that Harkness has something to offer to the present 
conversation on the symbiotic relationship between liturgy and ethics particularly. While the 
liturgical and theological communities have written extensively on the connection between 
worship and ethics, less attention has been paid to the way in which personal devotion 
interacts with corporate worship and ethics. At this point, Harkness’s emphasis on personal 
devotion can serve as a necessary bridge between corporate worship and ethical living. 
Personal devotion is essential because it both links with and extends the corporate 
doxological character of the Christian life throughout the week—thus becoming a stronger 
ethical source from which the person can draw—and also brings the habit of vitality and 
attention to the corporate worshipping community. Corporate worship thus fuels the 
devotional life, and the devotional life in turn reinforces corporate worship. As such, 
corporate worship and personal devotion together form the lex orandi that then influences, 
and is influenced by, the lex vivendi. 
 
                                               
2 James F. White, Sacraments as God’s Self Giving (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), 10. Although 
White is speaking about the circle of worship practices and theological reflection, I believe the 
concept of the liturgical circle can be expanded to include ethics as well. 
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Worship as the Recovery of Ideals 
 As stated in the introduction, many current scholars, particularly those influenced by 
virtue ethics, have argued that worship influences ethics because it is an eschatological act 
that gives the congregation an image of the church’s telos: the kingdom of God.3 In the midst 
of a multitude of competing stories and allegiances with their own particular views of 
humanity’s chief end, Christians are to make their decisions based on the Christian story with 
its particular eschatological vision. Three key voices from different traditions have served as 
the foundation for much of the ongoing dialogue on the importance of eschatology on 
worship and ethics: Alasdair MacIntyre (Roman Catholic), Don Saliers (Methodist), and 
Alexander Schmemann (Orthodox). 
From a broader philosophical vantage point, Alasdair MacIntyre argued that one of 
the key reasons the Enlightenment project failed was it lacked a telos for humanity.4 Without 
such a telos, humanity lost its story.5 Into the vacuum left by the Enlightenment, MacIntyre 
proposed the notion of practices, a complex set of activities with internal “standards of 
                                               
3 The connection between virtue ethics and eschatology makes sense, as virtue ethics implies 
growth of character toward a virtue or ideal, necessitating some type of telos. For a few 
representative examples of those writing on the eschatological character of liturgy and its 
influence on ethics/formation, see Vigen Guroian (Orthodox), “Liturgy and the Lost 
Eschatological Vision of Christian Ethics,” The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 20 
(2000): 227-38; Todd E. Johnson (Evangelical Covenant), “Hoping to Death: Baptism, 
Eschatology and Ethics,” Liturgy 22, no. 1 [2007]: 55-62; and the first two volumes of James K. 
A. Smith’s (Reformed) Cultural Liturgies trilogy: Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, 
and Cultural Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009) and Imagining the Kingdom: How 
Worship Works (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013). 
 
4 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1981), 50-51.  
 
5 “I can only answer the question, ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question, ‘Of what 
story or stories do I find myself a part?’” Ibid., 201. 
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excellence” that help the one that engages in the practices toward these excellences that are 
then “systematically extended” into the world around them.6 In “Liturgy and Ethics: 
Something Old, Something New,” Stephen Wilson used MacIntyre’s definition to make the 
persuasive case that Christian liturgy represented such a practice.7 Through practices, 
humanity is reinserted into stories with new teloi that have their own standard of excellences 
toward which the practices help them move.  
 If worship was such a practice, Don Saliers’s work demonstrated how the telos 
Christians moved toward was the eschatological kingdom of God. In his Worship as 
Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine, Saliers claimed (as the title suggests) that worship is an 
eschatological act, “[a]lways uttered in the present, but always proleptic (looking for the 
Advent of God).”8 The Sunday service of prayer and praise, petition and lament thus forms 
the affections and habits toward the eschatological vision where the Christian is “train[ed] for 
the reign of God yet to come in a society dying for lack of justice and peace”9 and “oriented 
toward God’s promises.”10  
                                               
6 MacIntyre’s complete definition of practice is “any coherent and complex form of socially 
established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are 
realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, 
and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 
excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended” 
(ibid., 175). 
 
7 Stephen B. Wilson, “Liturgy and Ethics: Something Old, Something New,” Worship 81, no. 1 
(2007): 27-34. 
 
8 Don E. Saliers, Worship as Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 
181. 
 
9 Ibid., 185. 
 
10 Ibid., 178. 
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Orthodox thinkers such as Alexander Schmemann took the eschatological character 
of worship even further, arguing that the liturgy was not simply a foretaste of the eschaton, 
but an entrance into the reality of God’s kingdom made known in the liturgy.11 Having 
entered the reign of God in the liturgy, the Christian was called to live out the “liturgy after 
the liturgy” (an Orthodox saying) where the constructs of the reign of God become the reality 
out of which the faithful live and move and have their being. Summarizing the work of 
Orthodox theologian Vigen Guroin, fellow Orthodox moral theologian Benedict Guevin 
noted that “the liturgy views the Kingdom of God concretely,” and having encountered the 
reign of God in the liturgy “the Church acts in the world in the interests of the Kingdom.”12 
While I have presented only a few voices among many in an ongoing conversation—and 
while there are key divergences in these positions13—all agree that worship is in some way 
an eschatological act that calls the worshipper to ethical realignment based on the values of 
God’s reign made known in worship of the triune God. 
  In Recovery of Ideals, Harkness used the concept of an ideal to make a similar 
teleological case as the aforementioned thinkers. In her first chapter, Harkness proposed that 
many of the personal and societal ills of the younger “lost generation” were rooted in that 
generation’s “dissolution of ideals.”14 To combat this disillusionment, she proposed a 
                                               
11 For example, see Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladamir’s Seminary Press, 1973).  
 
12 Benedict Guevin, “Liturgical Ethics,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 51, nos. 2-3 
(2007): 286. 
 
13 For example, Saliers would always see the liturgy as an imperfect foretaste of the reign of God 
open to critique, whereas the Orthodox tend toward the liturgy as a realized eschatology. 
 
14 Georgia Harkness, Recovery of Ideals (New York: Scribner, 1937), 1-4. 
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recovery of these ideals, a term she defined as an “idea made dynamic by feeling” 
(emotional) and a “regulated value-judgment” (cognitive).15 In explaining this definition, 
Harkness made explicit the connection she drew between ideals and the eschatological 
promises of God: 
An ideal is a conviction that something ought to be, held before the mind with 
sufficient power to motivate effort to bring it to pass. Thus we have ideals of order 
and harmony, of beauty, of friendship and good will, of a world without war when the 
lion shall lie down with the lamb and men shall beat their swords into ploughshares 
and their spears into pruning-hooks. These are ideals for us only as we think them 
worth putting forth effort to attain. The person who would like to see the world rid of 
war but whose effort does not go beyond the wishing stage does not have an ideal of 
world peace. Thus, there is in every ideal a volitional, as well as a cognitive and 
emotional, element.16 
 
Here Harkness’s claim about the ethical component of ideals is clearest: ideals shape how 
people imagine the world should be, and for Christians this ideal is embodied in the 
eschatological promises of God. The gap between the way the world is now and the ideal 
promised by God calls the Christian toward action to reduce the gap. Or, to use Harkness’s 
words, the “ought” of these ideals for the world is a “moral term” that naturally requires an 
“ethical element.” Though Harkness was clear that this gap would never be completely 
bridged this side of the kingdom,17 this did not give the Christian license to the quietism of 
despair. As she made clear, “It is to commit the logical fallacy of composition to assume that 
                                               
15 Ibid., 48. 
 
16 Ibid., 49. 
 
17 As has been demonstrated in Chapter Four, she agreed that the liberal/social gospel movement 
had often been overly optimistic that the work of humanity could bring about the kingdom of 
God, even as she argued that humanity was to work for it until it came. 
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there must be attainment of perfection in the whole before there can be any attainment in the 
parts, attainment all the time before any time.”18  
As the quote makes clear, Harkness also believed that ideals needed to combine the 
emotional and cognitive elements of humanity. In the sixth chapter of Recovery of Ideals, she 
claimed, “An idea is not an ideal unless it grips the emotions to the point of becoming 
dynamic, but neither is an emotional impulse an ideal unless it has some content of idea.”19 
To Harkness’s mind, emotion provided the force while cognition provided the form to ideals.  
To use the metaphor of a river, the force of gravity is what propels the river downhill while 
the banks of the river give it its necessary form. “If feeling is either weak or misdirected, if 
ideas are either nebulous or false, ideals become correspondingly vapid or dangerous.”20 To 
extend the river metaphor, without gravity, the water becomes stagnant—a pool rather than a 
river. Without banks, the river loses the channel that gives it definition. Emotion and 
cognition were therefore inseparable in Harkness’s concept of ideals. 
For Harkness, the purest level of idealism was neither the “prudential adjustment” of 
those who seek safety and security above all nor the person who engages in good works to be 
seen as a “socially respected character.”21 Rather, it was the ideals of “triumphant religion” 
marked by a “breadth of vision and depth of soul.”22 While to modern ears, the term 
                                               
18 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 50. 
 
19 Ibid., 70. 
 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 Ibid., 58-62. 
 
22 Ibid., 62.  
 
 
 
249 
 
“triumphant religion” brings to mind the excesses of religious triumphalism that have littered 
the landscape of Christian history, Harkness meant something quite different.23 She defined 
triumphant religion as “marked by a dynamic union of social vision and social passion, 
generated not merely out of conformity to community standards of respectability and service, 
but rooted in the depths of life.”24 This was the life of “active saintliness” and ongoing 
sanctification in which “‘the other cheek’ and ‘the second mile’ becomes more than a bit of 
pious rhetoric.”25 
So, how was the Christian to pursue the ideals of triumphant religion? Harkness gave 
several methods to help the Christian develop these particular ideals—redemption through 
suffering, religious education, engagement in the work of “bring[ing] society into closer 
conformity to the ideal of the kingdom of God.” Yet, before all of these, she argued that “the 
most vital element in the generation of creative idealism” was prayer.26  
Prayer is essentially a process by which ideals are enabled to become operative in our 
lives. It may be more than this, but it is at least this. We said, in analyzing the nature 
of ideals, that they have both a subjective and an objective aspect; they are within us, 
yet seem to command from beyond us. Prayer opens the subjective receptors in 
personality to the directing and vitalizing power of that which lays demands upon us 
for the purification of life. Prayer does not, at least in most cases, directly impart 
ideas, but it clears away obstacles to straight thinking; it does not implant emotions 
                                               
23 This is also clear from the examples of triumphant religion she gives: St. Francis, Father 
Damien (a missionary to Hawaii who worked in leper colonies), Albert Schweitzer, Toyohiko 
Kagawa (a Japanese pacifist/activist), and Howard Kester and Claude Williams (two white Civil 
Rights activists). 
 
24 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 63. 
 
25 Ibid., 63-64. Note how Harkness’s version of triumphant religion is marked in opposition to 
the violence that so often marks triumphalism. 
 
26 Ibid., 73. 
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which have had no previous stimulation, but it enables one to choose between 
competing emotions and to act with power upon those chosen as worthy.27 
 
While Harkness mainly employed the language of prayer rather than worship in her 
chapter,28 the quote—when combined with the general argument of Recovery of Ideals—
illustrates key similarities and differences between Harkness’s views and the work of the 
aforementioned thinkers who came after her. The largest similarity is the role that both give 
to eschatology in their vision of Christian ethics. While Harkness’s language was more 
philosophical, she grounded her ideals in the eschatological vision of lions lying down with 
lambs and swords being beaten into plowshares, just as Saliers and Schmemann grounded 
theirs in that same vision of the kingdom. Both argued that the ideals of God’s kingdom give 
Christians a telos, and both see the ethical call of Christians as inhabiting that gap between 
what is and what ought to be and will be in the coming reign of God. What made Harkness’s 
thought unique seemed to be a matter of emphasis. Rather than focusing on worship as an 
eschatological act that made present the future promises of God (though I do not believe she 
would disagree), Harkness emphasized the discerning role prayer plays in choosing between 
competing ideals and being empowered to live in the light of these discerned ideals. 
Rather than seeing these as competing visions, it is better to see them as 
complimentary—two wings that are both necessary for flight. Corporate worship is indeed an 
eschatological act that at least partially enacts the kingdom of God in our midst. Yet, as 
                                               
27 Ibid. 
 
28 Though this line should not be too firmly drawn between the two. Obviously, worship contains 
numerous forms of prayer, and in its dialogical nature can be considered a corporate prayer to 
God. Further, as is seen in much of Harkness’s writing, she often connects private prayer (even 
calling it private worship) and corporate worship. For instance, her Prayer and the Common Life 
(1948) included a chapter on corporate worship, and her eight steps of prayer use the 
euchalogical language of adoration and praise, thanksgiving, confession, etc. 
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James K. A. Smith makes clear in his Desiring the Kingdom, humanity is presented with a 
myriad of “secular liturgies”—from the mall to the football game—with their own particular 
stories, practices, and allegiances that attempt to shape our teleological vision.29 One hour on 
Sunday morning simply cannot compete with the weekly inundation of claims on a person’s 
primary allegiances without continued reinforcement and prayerful discernment. Here 
Harkness’s view of prayer becomes helpful because it recognizes the ongoing formative 
work of prayer and discernment that must occur during the week if the vision of Sunday 
liturgies is to be reinforced. Further, prayer becomes necessary if Christians are to choose 
rightly between the many competing ideals that clamor for their attention and receive the 
power to live out their discerned ideals for the sake of the world and the gospel.30 Thus, the 
eschatological ideal of the kingdom of God, envisioned in corporate worship and discerned 
through, and empowered by, personal devotion, creates the telos toward which the Christian 
is to work until the coming of God’s promised reign. 
 Perhaps the best way to demonstrate the way in which ideals functioned in 
Harkness’s liturgical thought is by examining several of her worship resources around the 
theme of peace and peacemaking—particularly an example each from her devotional 
material and her services of corporate worship—to see how they created an ideal for peace 
grounded in an eschatological vision of God’s future reign. The clearest example in her 
devotional material comes from her Be Still and Know (1951). In the entry entitled, 
“Marching Men,” she began with a scriptural passage from Isaiah foretelling of God’s 
                                               
29 See Chapter Three of Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 89-129. 
 
30 As will be discussed later in this chapter, Harkness saw both individual devotion and corporate 
worship as essential to a holistic Christian life lived in work and worship. 
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coming kingdom: “They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into 
pruning-hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any 
more” (Is. 2:4). She then presented the following poem depicting the horrors of war with a 
corresponding prayer for peace: 
 I hear the sound of marching men. 
 Across the years with measured tread 
 They march—the living and the dead. 
 
 I hear the sound of marching men. 
 The shouts of victory I hear 
 While men are moaning—dying—near. 
 
 I hear the sound of marching men. 
 I thought I heard the song of peace; 
 Yet on they march. Will marching cease? 
  
 I hear the sound of marching men. 
 They march to die: they march to kill. 
 I hear them marching, marching still… 
 
We pray Thee, O God, that war may soon perish from the earth. Too long has it held 
men chained to destruction and death. Too feeble has been our faith that a better way 
is possible. 
 
We would pray for peace, not lightly with our lips, but earnestly with our lives. Help 
us to overcome evil with good in the daily relations of our lives, that reconciling love 
may do its healing work beginning where we are. Help us to see all men as our 
brothers, and to pray in pity for those who follow not Thy way. Wherever strife or 
enmity, hatred or fear is found, there let our voices and our deeds and the outreach of 
our hearts speak forth for justice and good will. Take the courage and self-giving of 
marching men and of those who for conscience’ [sic] sake refuse to kill, and in Thine 
infinite wisdom use this sacrifice for the advancement of Thy kingdom of 
righteousness and peace. In the name of the Prince of Peace. Amen.31 
 
Harkness began the devotion by presenting the ideal reign of peace that will be made known 
in the kingdom of God. It is worth noting that when she described an ideal in her book as “a 
                                               
31 Georgia Harkness, Be Still and Know (New York: Abingdon, 1951), 75. 
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conviction that something ought to be, [which is] held before the minds with sufficient power 
to motivate effort to bring it to pass,” she used Isaiah’s vision of the implements of war being 
transformed into agricultural tools as a paradigmatic example of “ideals of order and 
harmony, of beauty, of friendship and good will, a world without war.”32 Yet, immediately 
after the text from Isaiah, Harkness compared this ideal of world peace to the reality of the 
present war-torn world. Rather than the sound of swords being beaten into plowshares, lands 
across the globe continued to hear the “measured tread” of men marching to kill and die in 
war. The “song of peace” Harkness thought she heard—perhaps echoing the strains of 
Isaiah’s vision of peace—was drowned out by war. By so starkly contrasting the 
eschatological ideal of peace with the present realities of war, Harkness increased the 
emotive and cognitive dissonance between the Christian ideal and the present reality, thereby 
hoping to increase the Christian’s motivation to “bring [the ideal] to pass.”  
 With the ideal of peace and the reality of war held in stark relief, the prayer called on 
God to help the Christian live toward the telos of peace even in the midst of war. It confessed 
that the lack of vision—the inability to see that “a better way is possible”—and asked for 
new vision that saw “all men as our brothers.” The prayer then entreated God for God’s 
assistance to “overcome evil with good” that the Christian’s life could be a sign of the 
“healing sign” of “reconciling love.” As Harkness made abundantly clear throughout her 
writing, true prayer must extend from word to deed (“not lightly with our lips, but earnestly 
with our lives”), where prayer and action combine to “speak forth for justice and good will.” 
The devotion thus served as a way of pointing out the gap between the ideals of God and the 
                                               
32 Harkness, Recovery of Ideals, 49. 
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reality of humanity and praying for vision and strength to work toward closing the gap 
between the real and the ideal. 
 Harkness used ideals in a similar way in her worship service “Spiritual Resources for 
Creating Peace.”33 As delineated in Chapter Three,34 the service roughly followed her eight-
step pattern for prayer. Throughout the service, she presented the ideals of peace toward 
which the Christian must work. So, the prayer of adoration praised God for people who were 
already living toward the telos of the kingdom of God—both “thy servants in all lands and of 
all names, who…are laboring with Thee to redeem the world” and “the unity in Christ which 
exists beneath the wrath of war and the oppression and injustice of men.”  
Next, Harkness stitched together eleven short sections of scripture to create a larger 
single liturgical unit that she entitled, “A Meditation on the Will of God”:35 
Scripture: Romans 12:2 (Do not be conformed to the world) 
Leader: Let us search our spirits in the light of the teaching of our Lord, that from this 
wisdom we may renew our minds and know God’s will for our time. 
“Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 
 
Scripture: Luke 10:27 (Christ’s call to love God and neighbor) 
 Matthew 5:43-45 (Love and pray for enemies) 
 Luke 4:18, 19 (Christ’s proclamation of his public ministry in the temple)  
John 14:27; 16:33 (Christ leaves the disciples with peace, even in the face of 
persecution) 
Silence 
 
Leader: Let us meditate upon the judgments of God. 
                                               
33 Georgia Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace,” series 4, box 3, folder 104, 
Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, IL. 
 
34 See my Chapter Three, 154-56. 
 
35 As discussed in my Chapter Three, stitching together smaller scriptural texts to create a larger 
liturgical unit was one of the many liturgical tools Harkness employed in her worship services 
(151-53).  
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Scripture: Amos 5:14, 18, 20, 24 (a prophecy concerning the day of the Lord and a 
call for justice to roll down like mighty waters) 
Jeremiah 9:23, 24 (a call to boast in wisdom of the Lord rather than power, wealth, or 
might) 
Isaiah 5:8 (a warning to those who expand their houses and take over others’ fields) 
 Isaiah 10:1 (a warning to those who rule unjustly) 
 Galatians 6:7 (we will reap what we sow) 
Silence 
 
Leader: Let us mediate upon God’s promise of peace with security for all men. 
Scripture: Isaiah 2:2-4 (a prophecy of a time when swords will be beaten into 
plowshares) 
Micah 4:1-4 (a reiteration of the Isaiah prophecy with the addition of all people sitting 
under their own trees in peace)36 
 
In the example above, the texts started with an opening call to be transformed counter-
culturally by the will of Christ, moved on to the teachings of Christ around themes of peace, 
proceeded to prophetic warnings for those who enact violence and injustice, and ended by 
presenting a vision of Christ’s future reign where all people would dwell together in peace. 
To state it in the language of ideals, Harkness demonstrated the ideal of peace made known 
in the commands and example of Christ, laid out the consequences of not living up to these 
ideals (many of which would have been readily apparent in the violence of the world around 
her), and finally presented the vision of God’s future kingdom where peace and justice would 
reign. Like the devotion before it, Harkness contrasted the ideals of Christ and Christ’s 
kingdom with the reality of the world, heightening the dissonance that Christians might feel 
compelled to live toward the telos of Christ’s reign. Thus, through her worship resources, 
Harkness attempted to instill in Christians the ideals of the kingdom of God not only by 
envisioning the peaceable and just reign of God made known in Christ, but also by 
contrasting it with the violence and suffering in the world. By doing so, she created a 
                                               
36 Harkness, “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace: A Service of Worship: Spiritual 
Interpretation, and Personal Dedication.” The parenthetical summaries of the verses are my own. 
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dissonance that she hoped would motivate Christians to take the realities of the present world 
seriously while striving toward the ideals of the kingdom of God.  It was in her own tireless 
efforts to create liturgical resources for peace that allowed her to assert boldly, “In spite of 
the uncertainties of our time God is delivering us from evil by implanting in the hearts of 
men and in his Church a new vision of a world that can be free from war.”37 
 
Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi, Lex Vivendi 
 Throughout Harkness’s writings, she showed a keen interest in worship/prayer, 
theology, and ethics. Obviously, all three were of paramount importance to her: she was an 
applied theologian who wrote quite frequently about liturgical and ethical topics.38 Moreover, 
in several places she began to explore the connection between the three, examining how each 
of these fields interacted with the other. Unbeknownst to Harkness, she was discovering a 
nascent field that would become one of the most examined and contentious in the burgeoning 
field of liturgical studies: the connection between worship, theology, and ethics. 
 In liturgical studies, the starting point for this connection has been Prosper of 
Aquitaine, the fifth-century disciple of Augustine. As E. Byron Anderson explained in his 
Worship and Christian Identity, Prosper defended Augustine’s belief that grace precedes 
faith and makes it possible: “Prosper claimed that the church’s ongoing prayer to God for the 
gift of faith—the ‘law of prayer’—argues for the ‘law of belief’ that faith is dependent on 
                                               
37 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 207. 
 
38 For her writings on worship, see Chapter Two. Her writing on ethics is similarly ubiquitous, 
but her most focused work on ethics came in her book Christian Ethics (New York: Abingdon, 
1957). 
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God’s grace.”39 In the original Latin, Prosper asserted “ut legem credendi lex statuat 
supplicandi” (the law of supplication/prayer establishes the law of belief). In the parlance of 
liturgical studies, this has been shorthanded to lex orandi, lex credendi (“the law of prayer 
[is] the law of belief”).  
 While liturgical scholars tend to agree that there is an integral relationship between 
the lex orandi and lex credendi, much ink has been spilt over exactly how that relationship 
functions. Beginning with Alexander Schmemann and Aidan Kavanaugh, one school argued 
that the lex credendi was established by, and subordinate to, the lex orandi.40 Kavanagh was 
especially adamant, arguing that the Latin grammar does not allow for the saying to be 
reversed.41 “Therefore Christians do not worship because they believe. They believe because 
the One in whose gift faith lies is regularly met in the act of communal worship…The lex 
credendi is thus subordinated to the lex supplicandi.”42 Building quite consciously off the 
work of Schmemann and Kavanagh, David Fagerberg has become one of the chief 
proponents of the primacy of lex orandi, arguing, “In the Church’s lex orandi theology 
happens, and that makes it the ontological basis for the Church’s expression of herself in lex 
                                               
39 E. Byron Anderson, Worship and Christian Identity (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
2003), 25. 
 
40 Alexander Schmemann, “Theology and Liturgical Tradition,” in Liturgy and Tradition: 
Theological Reflections of Alexander Schmemann, ed. Thomas Fisch (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1990), 18; and Aidan Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology (New 
York: Pueblo, 1984), 91-93.  
 
41 “For the predicate statuat does not permit these two fundamental laws of belief and worship in 
Christian life to float apart or to be opposed to each other…The verb statuat articulates the 
standard of believing and the standard of worshipping within the faithful assembly” (Kavanagh, 
91).  
 
42 Ibid.  
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credendi.”43 Neither Kavanagh nor Fagerberg claimed that the church’s theology never 
influenced the worship practices of the church, but both proposed that the church’s lex orandi 
gave the ontological foundation for all theological inquiries, including those that would 
eventually lead to liturgical revision and innovation.44 
It should come as no surprise to find that the chief proponents of the lex orandi’s 
primacy come from the Orthodox (Schmemann) and Roman Catholic (Kavanagh and 
Fagerberg) traditions. Both Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions tend toward a more 
stable liturgy that gives considerable weight to the established liturgical norms of the historic 
church. Yet, not all who argued for the primacy of lex orandi came from the Orthodox and 
Roman Catholic traditions. The most prominent proponent of this school outside of these 
traditions is Lutheran liturgical theologian Gordon Lathrop. Lathrop followed a similar line 
of argument to his predecessors, but with a key difference. Rather than arguing for a 
normative liturgy that establishes theology, he proposed a normative ordo: 
Christians meet for worship on Sunday. Christians pray, together or singly, on all the 
days of the week at morning and evening, perhaps also at noon and night. They pray 
in praise and intercession. In their Sunday meeting Christians gather around the 
scriptures. They also hold a meal. They teach the faith to those who would join the 
community, and then they bathe them…If one adds to them the juxtaposition of 
Christian festal proclamation to both springtime Passover and winter solstice and the 
whole order of observances that gradually sprang from this juxtaposition, one has 
most of the liturgical material with which church orders, ordines, Ordnungen, 
concern themselves.45 
                                               
43 David W. Fagerberg, Theologia Prima: What Is Liturgical Theology, 2nd ed. (Chicago: Liturgy 
Training Publications, 2004), 45.  
 
44 For example, answering the rhetorical question of which “lex” establishes the other, Fagerberg 
argued, “I reject the very setup of the ‘chicken-or-the-egg’ question. The law of prayer 
establishing the law of faith is not a matter of antecedence, but it is a matter of priority. Lex 
orandi is not claimed to be chronologically antecedent to every lex credendi; rather, the former is 
claimed to be the foundation for doing the latter” (ibid., 118). 
 
45 Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy Things: A Liturgical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 35. 
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Through this structure “of one thing set next to another,” Lathrop argued, “meaning 
occurs.”46 Thus, it was a normative ordo rather than normative liturgy that established 
theological meaning. 
 However, the primacy of lex orandi over lex credendi has not gone unchallenged. 
Other thinkers have rejected this hierarchical view, arguing for a symbiotic relationship 
between lex orandi and lex credendi, where each establishes and influences the other. While 
most challenges to the view come from Protestant traditions, one of the many who proposed 
a more equal relationship was Jesuit liturgist Edward Kilmartin:  
[I]t seems legitimate to state the axiom in this way: the law of prayer is the law of 
belief, and vice versa…On the one hand, the law of prayer implies a comprehensive, 
and, in some measure a pre-reflective, perception of the life of faith. On the other 
hand, the law of belief must be introduced because the question of the value of a 
particular liturgical tradition requires the employment of theoretical discourse.47 
  
Methodist theologian Geoffrey Wainwright agreed that “worship influences doctrine, 
and doctrine worship,”48 and set out to prove so from an historical examination of each. To 
cite just two of Wainwright’s many examples, Augustine used the practice of exorcism and 
exsufflation in infant baptism to make the case for original sin (i.e., if children receive 
exorcism it implies the presence of the demonic presence of sin), thereby showing the 
liturgy’s influence on theology.49 Yet, he noted that changes in theology also clearly led to 
                                               
46 Ibid., 33. 
 
47 Edward Kilmartin, Christian Liturgy I. Theology (Kansas City: Sheed & Ward, 1988), 97. 
 
48 Geoffrey Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine, and Life (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1980). 
 
49 Ibid., 227. 
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liturgical revision. The fifth canon of the Council of Vaison (529), for example, added sicut 
erat in principio et nunc et semper et in saecula saeculorm (“as it was in the beginning is 
now and ever shall be, world without end”) to the end of the Gloria Patri as a response to the 
Arians who believed “there was a time when he [Christ] was not.”50 
Perhaps the most forceful refutation of the subordination of lex credendi to lex 
orandi—or what he termed “the Schemann-Kavanagh-Fagerberg-Lathrop” line of liturgical 
theology—came from the first of a two-part essay from Lutheran liturgist Michael Aune. He 
argued that the Schmemann (et al.) school was not theological or historical enough and 
placed too much emphasis on the work of the people in liturgy rather than God’s revelatory 
work in the liturgy. Moreover, they did not give credence to a basic theological 
understanding of the people who gather for the liturgical act.51 To the second point, Aune 
reminded the reader, “[I]t is important to remember that what worshippers experience is 
strongly conditioned by what they bring with them—beliefs and doctrines—and it is such 
beliefs and doctrines that are also present in the rite that they celebrate.”52  
 Thus, rather than focusing on the primacy of lex orandi or lex credendi, it seems 
wisest to follow the example of James White’s “liturgical circle.”  
We begin the circle by observing what the church says and does in its gatherings for 
worship. These experiences are considered very significant expressions of the faith of 
the church. On the basis of such observation, we then move to theological reflection, 
as to the meaning of the faith thus expressed. We complete the circle by using such 
reflection as the basis for suggesting worship reforms by which the faith can be 
                                               
50 Ibid., 258. 
 
51 Michael B. Aune, “Liturgy and Theology: Rethinking the Relationship—Part I, Setting the 
Stage,” Worship 81, no. 1 (2007): 46-68.   
 
52 Ibid., 53. 
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expressed in more effective ways. Practice leads to theology, which then returns to 
practice.53 
 
While White is describing a liturgical methodology and not explicitly explaining the 
relationship between lex orandi and lex credendi, I would contend that the language of this 
method best explains the historic and theological relationship between the laws. The 
“liturgical circle” is basically a shorthand for what was already argued by Kilmartin and 
Wainwright—that liturgy influences theology, and vice versa—but by employing the 
language of the circle, it helps represent the ongoing interaction between liturgy and 
theology. The movement between liturgy and theology is not unidirectional, linear, or 
singular, but circular, entangled, and continuous. 
Another important addition to the ongoing conversation around lex orandi, lex 
credendi was the addition of an ethical component, usually termed either lex vivendi or lex 
agendi.  Don Saliers was one of the first liturgical scholars to note the necessity of the ethical 
in his now classic article, “Liturgy and Ethics: Some New Beginnings,” in which he argued 
that the laws of prayer and theology should normatively influence the way in which we live 
our ethical lives.54 He would later term this the “lex agendi,” noting,  
The mutually critical correlation of liturgy and ethics is part of the critical reciprocity 
between the lex orandi (pattern of prayer) and the lex credendi (pattern of belief). But 
these issue in the lex agendi (pattern of intention-action) of the church. Hence we 
                                               
53 White, Sacraments as God’s Self Giving, 10. 
 
54 “Questions concerning Christian ethics and the shape of the moral life cannot be adequately 
understood apart from thinking about how Christians worship. Communal praise, thanksgiving, 
remembrance, confession and intercession are part of the matrix which forms intention and 
action…How we pray and worship is linked to how we live—to our desires, emotions, attitudes, 
beliefs and actions.” (Don Saliers, “Liturgy and Ethics: Some New Beginnings,” in Liturgy and 
the Moral Self: Humanity at Full Stretch Before God, ed. E. Byron Anderson and Bruce T. 
Morrill [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1998], 15-16). Originally published in Religious 
Ethics 7, no. 2 (Fall 1979): 173-89. 
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may say that true doxology issues in fitting orthodoxy as reflective faith, and both in 
orthopraxy of the church’s servanthood in the social order in which it is placed.55  
 
Catholic Nathan Mitchell also employed the term lex agendi to move beyond the lex orandi, 
lex credendi binary, arguing that neither worship or belief “can be verified in the absence of a 
lex agendi (a rule of action or behavior), an ethical imperative that flows from the Christian’s 
encounter with a God who…in the cross of Jesus and in the bodies of the ‘poor, the hungry, 
the thirsty, the naked, the imprisoned,’ has become everything we believe a God is not.”56 
 Yet, before either Saliers or Mitchell had coined the phrase lex agendi, Catholic 
liturgist Kevin Irwin described this same ethical outflow of prayer and theology with the term 
lex vivendi. As he described it, liturgy always has an “ethical and spiritual dimension, which 
in our view is an intrinsic part of the liturgical theology. This is to suggest that the lex orandi, 
lex credendi axiom requires attention to the lex vivendi beyond actual celebration to how 
what is celebrated and believed is reflected in how the Church lives its faith.”57 I prefer the 
term lex vivendi over lex agendi for two key reasons. First, it allows for the distinction that 
Irwin himself makes between how the rite is enacted, which he terms the lex agendi, and how 
the rite shapes our ethical lives—the lex vivendi.58 Second, I believe that using the term lex 
                                               
55 Don Saliers, Worship as Theology, 187. 
 
56 Nathan Mitchell, Meeting the Mystery: Liturgy, Worship, and Sacraments (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 2006), 39. 
 
57 Kevin Irwin, Context and Text: Method in Liturgical Theology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 1994), 55-56.  
 
58 Ibid. As R. Gabriel Pivarnik explained, “[H]ere I take my cue from the distinction made by 
Kevin Irwin between lex agendi and lex vivendi, where lex vivendi is the life relation to the 
liturgy and lex agendi the way in which the liturgy is enacted and performed” (Toward a 
Trinitarian Theology of Liturgical Participation [Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2012], 1, note 2). 
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vivendi broadens the discussion of ethics beyond simply the resultant behavior (agendi) that 
flows out of prayer and theology to the life experience or character (vivendi) that is formed 
by prayer and theology out of which a person makes all decisions, including the ethical. 
Further, by understanding lex vivendi as encompassing humanity’s lived experience, it allows 
for a reciprocal relationship in which our lived experience (lex vivendi) also shapes our 
theological and liturgical frameworks. That is to say, the liturgical circle can be broadened to 
include lex vivendi, in which each of the three modes of life—prayer/worship, theology, and 
experience—influence the other.  
 
Georgia Harkness and Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi, and Lex Vivendi 
 
 While Georgia Harkness did not use the terms lex orandi, lex credendi, and lex 
vivendi, she demonstrated the intrinsic connection between the three throughout her writings 
and life, and in many ways presaged the liturgical discussion that would begin soon after her 
death.59 Yet, the present study is not the first to demonstrate some connection between 
Harkness’s worship, theology, and ethics. In Paula Gilbert’s 1984 dissertation “Choice of the 
Greater Good: The Christian Witness of Georgia Harkness Arising from the Interplay of 
Spiritual Life and Theological Perspective,” she argued that the spiritual piety of Harkness 
(i.e., the worship and devotion described by Gilbert as “The Self and God”) was interrelated 
to Harkness’s theology, and was lived out ethically in social action (“The Self and Others”).60 
                                               
59 Harkness died in 1974 and Saliers’s “Liturgy and Ethics” article came out in 1979. 
 
60 “In a sense, both her theology and her spiritual life were centered in the twin emphases of love 
of God and love of neighbor. Because of the extent to which this was true, her theology and her 
piety were exceedingly ethical in nature and never abstract or spiritualized” (“Choice of the 
Greater Good: The Christian Witness of Georgia Harkness Arising from the Interplay of 
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However, while Gilbert suggested ways in which the three were interrelated, she spent much 
less time examining exactly how they were interrelated and the ways in which each served as 
a source for the other two in Harkness’s thought. For example, Gilbert’s second chapter 
served as a fine introduction to Harkness’s theology, but besides describing worship as part 
of the religious experience that forms theology (in a larger discussion of the so-called 
“Wesleyan Quadrilateral”), the direct connection between Harkness’s worship and theology 
remained largely unexplored. Further, Gilbert argued that ethics were an outflow of 
Harkness’s theology and spirituality, but did not explore the ways in which ethical situations 
in turn influenced her theology and spirituality. I believe this is where the language of lex 
orandi, lex credendi, and lex vivendi can be particularly helpful, both because it clarifies 
language (“piety” and “spirituality” can both be fairly nebulous words) and employs an 
ongoing scholarly conversation that explores the explicit and implicit connective points 
between the laws. As such, the rest of this section will begin with each of the three laws and 
show how Harkness drew an ongoing circle of influence between worship, ethics, and 
theology.  
First, Harkness regularly used prayer and worship (lex orandi) as a source for 
theological and ethical reflection. As seen in Chapter Four, Harkness often drew on hymns to 
explain theological concepts in her work.61 Moreover, the rich treasury of the liturgy became 
an important resource for her theological exposition. For example, in her 1955 article “The 
Witness of the Spirit,” she not only used the Methodist “Articles of Religion” to help explain 
                                               
Spiritual Life and Theological Perspective” [PhD dissertation, Duke University, April 1984], 
212). 
 
61 See my Chapter Four, 232-38. 
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the Holy Spirit (the fourth article of which reads, “The Holy Ghost, proceeding from the 
Father and the Son, is of one substance, majesty and glory, with the Father and the Son, very 
and eternal God”), she also employed two different liturgical resources from The Book of 
Worship for Church and Home. First, she quoted the “Modern Affirmation,” whose third 
paragraph indicated, “We believe in the Holy Spirit as the divine presence in our lives, 
whereby we are kept in perpetual remembrance of the truth of Christ, and find strength and 
help in time of need.”62 She then proceeded to the Korean Creed,63 which pronounced, “We 
believe in the Holy Spirit, God present with us for guidance, for comfort, and for strength.” 
These creedal affirmations became the launching point for explaining her pneumatology. 
Similarly, in the reclaiming of sin in her theological anthropology, Harkness 
employed the Methodist communion liturgy, particularly the invitation (itself taken from the 
Anglican and Episcopalian Book of Common Prayer) that read:  
Ye that do truly and earnestly repent of your sins, and are in love and charity with 
your neighbors, and intend to lead a new life, following the commandments of God, 
and walking from henceforth in his holy ways; draw near with faith, and take this 
holy Sacrament to your comfort; and make your humble confession to Almighty God, 
meekly kneeling upon your knees.64 
 
                                               
62 “A Modern Affirmation,” in Book of Worship for Church and Home (Nashville: Methodist 
Publishing House, 1945), 139. 
 
63 The Korean Creed was the statement of faith adopted by the newly autonomous Korean 
Methodist Church in 1930 and included in the Book of Worship for Church and Home, 140. For 
a discussion of the creed’s history and formation, see Edward S. Poitras, “How Korean Is the 
Methodist ‘Korean Creed?’” Methodist History 36, no. 1 (October 1997): 3-16. 
 
64 “An Order for the Administration of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper or Holy Communion 
I,” in Book of Worship for Church and Home, 377. While they originate in the Anglican Book of 
Common Prayer (1549) and are also present in the 1928 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, 
Harkness stated clearly that she was taking these words from the Methodist resource. 
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Harkness argued that the invitation of communion offered the Christian a penitential model 
not only for how one should approach communion, but also how he or she should always 
approach God in any type of prayer. She noted of the invitation, “We hear these words, and 
they move us. Yet do we associate them only with the Lord’s Supper? The invitation they put 
to us applies as much to our daily time of prayer as to the periodic service of Communion. 
The words we use will probably be less formal, but the repentance is just as necessary and 
the forgiveness God offers to the penitent is just as real.”65 Indeed, Harkness claimed that 
prayers of “rigorous self-examination, of penitence, of confession of sin with the plea for 
God’s forgiveness and the strength to go forward in newness of life” lay “at the heart of 
Christian experience, but we too often overlook it.”66 In another article, Harkness even used 
these words of invitation to argue that, “If we do not so intend [to lead a new life, following 
the commandments of God], and intend it enough to keep working at it, it is not true 
repentance, and we have not met the basic requirement for God’s forgiveness.”67 Harkness 
thus used the words of the communion liturgy to argue both for the necessity of repentance as 
well as the correct disposition that must accompany repentance if it to be truly efficacious. 
Here, Harkness used the lex orandi as a means of establishing and explaining the theological 
concept of sin (lex credendi) through the common Methodist communion liturgy. 
 Standing on the shoulders of proponents such as Walter Rauschenbusch and 
alongside Protestant liberal colleagues like Harry Emerson Fosdick and Ernest Fremont 
                                               
65 Georgia Harkness, “The Life Within,” series 12, box 14, folder 18, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 7-8. 
 
66 Ibid., 7. 
 
67 Georgia Harkness, “Deliver Us from Evil,” series 7, box 6, folder 14, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 7-8. 
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Tittle, Harkness believed prayer and worship to be a key source for the making of ethical 
Christians. Over and over again throughout her work, Harkness made the point that the 
natural and necessary end of Christian prayer and worship was social action, and any prayer 
or worship was thus incomplete if it was not extended into ethical action for the good of the 
world.68 She drew the connection most forcefully in her Understanding the Kingdom of God, 
where she repeated her oft-made claim, “To pray for the coming of God’s kingdom without 
working for it is laziness and lethargy. Furthermore, it is blasphemy.”69 
Harkness argued that Christians could not live out the ethical call of Christ without 
the source of power and direction that came through prayer and worship. For example, in her 
“Prayer as a Road to Peace,” she claimed, “We shall have no reconstructed world without 
reconstructed individuals, and in the remaking of human life in the direction of change 
attitudes and acts, prayer has a major place,” for prayer, 
enlarges horizons and increases sensitivity to the needs of others, including those in 
other lands we have never seen. It makes us want to share what we have, and this 
gives realism and support to both church and government programs of foreign aid. It 
increases human brotherhood, and by reducing racial tensions it reduces the appeal of 
Communism to our colored brothers around the world. It helps us to discern between 
evil systems, which must be rejected, and the persons under their control—sons of 
God like ourselves—for whom we ought to feel not hatred but sympathy. Prayer thus 
helps to create and cement the ties of understanding and reconciliation which, 
                                               
68 This connection in Harkness’s thought between worship and ethics was partially drawn by 
Martha Scott, but she focused more directly on Harkness’s mysticism rather than more broadly 
on prayer and worship (“Georgia Harkness: Social Activist and/or Mystic,” in Women in New 
Worlds: Historical Perspectives on the Wesleyan Tradition, ed. Hilah F. Thomas and Rosemary 
Skinner Keller [Nashville: Abingdon, 1981], 117-40). 
 
69 Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Kingdom of God (Nashville: Abingdon, 1974), 156. She 
made similar claims in Conflicts in Religious Thought (New York: Henry Holt, 1929), 251-52; 
The Modern Rival of the Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1952), 194-95; and Stability 
Amid Change (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969), 64. 
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expressed politically in negotiation at the upper level of statecraft, can abate the 
tensions of the old war and lead to peace.70 
 
In several places, Harkness also maintained that what the world needed more than any 
particular action against the myriad of social ills (war, racism, classism, poverty, etc.) was 
the prayer and worship that would give people both the strength and vision to take on these 
challenges.71 For example, in addressing the racism of the United States in “The Middle Wall 
of Partition,” Harkness ended by arguing that one of the chief ways in which racism could be 
combatted was through the practice of prayer and worship: 
Finally, and throughout all other procedures, the problem and its possibilities must be 
lifted into the realm of prayer and worship. Many of the issues precipitated by a 
middle wall of partition centuries old but now under assault are too great for our 
solution apart from the wisdom and strength God can give us. If it is God’s business 
we are engaged in, we must give God an opening into our souls. And prayer is itself a 
wonderful solvent of racial tension, as the women who have learned to pray together 
across racial lines on the annual World Day of Prayer have repeatedly discovered.  
                                               
70 Georgia Harkness, “Prayer as a Road to Peace,” series 4, box 3, folder 87, Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1. 
 
71 She repeated the following argument (sometimes almost verbatim) in several different articles: 
“We need beyond all our other many necessities an upsurge of vital, God-centered, intelligently 
grounded worship. None can deny that there are many things that the world now desperately 
needs: a new order of peace and justice, international organization, security against a third world 
war, abatement of economic and racial tension, banishment of hunger and cold and poverty and 
ignorance and disease from the earth. All of these require resolute Christian action, and none of 
them will come about solely through prayer. Nevertheless, I repeat there is nothing the world 
needs more than an upsurge of vital, God-centered, intelligently grounded prayer. For without 
prayer and the nourishing of the inner life through worship we shall not have the wisdom nor the 
strength nor the motive power to grapple with these issues” (Georgia Harkness, “Christian Faith 
and the Inner Life,” November 20, 1949, series 7, box 6, folder 12, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 1-2; Prayer and the 
Common Life [Nashville: Abingdon, 1948], 13; “Thy Will Be Done—Through Me,” 
Presbyterian Woman [May 1946], series 10, box 11, folder 118, Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 33; “Prayer,” These 
Times [August 1954], series 10, box 11, folder 150, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg 
Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 7). 
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When we pray for one another and pray together in dedication to God’s service, the 
wall of partition crumbles and fellowship takes its place.72 
 
Without the prerequisite prayer that reconstituted people and reformed their vision of the 
world, Harkness believed that the action required for dealing with the thorny ethical issues of 
the day were “likely to go on being limited and as misdirected by self-interest as we now see 
it.”73 As she summed up in Stability Amid Change, “Granted that worship is not all there is of 
Christian faith and commitment, it still remains true that it is through worship that Christians 
find their primary incentive and source of strength for making the world more nearly what 
God would have it be.”74 The lex orandi of the Christian was thus essential to shape and 
empower the lex vivendi.  
Perhaps the formative power of lex orandi was made most explicit in her article, 
“Toward a Theology of Social Change.” In it, she asserted. “My concern is with the 
principles of Christian social ethics…which to be valid must be undergirded by true and 
relevant theology.”75 While she added several disclaimers, Harkness’s chosen source for 
“true and relevant theology” was the Apostles’ Creed—formed in the liturgical context of 
baptism and recited normatively in corporate worship.76 She argued that the theology 
                                               
72 Georgia Harkness, “The Middle Wall of Partition,” Pulpit Digest (February 1960), series 10, 
box 11, folder 166, Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 35-36. 
 
73 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 14. 
 
74 Harkness, Stability Amid Change, 30. 
 
75 Georgia Harkness, “Toward a Theology of Social Change,” Religion in Life, series 20, box 25, 
folder 9 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL, 563. 
 
76“The Apostles’ Creed, repeated times without number throughout the centuries, is by no means 
a complete statement of Christian faith. Some of the phrases in it, such as our Lord’s coming 
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professed by the worshipping community in the Apostles’ Creed—belief in the triune God, 
the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sin, and the life 
everlasting—formed the basis for social action. For example, when the community confesses, 
“I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth,” it calls humanity to a 
basic stewardship of themselves, their neighbors, and the world. Likewise, when a 
community claims, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his Son, our Lord,” it reminds them that “[t]he 
ethics of Jesus are centered in his relation to God,” and that “the moral life flows out from 
the worship of God in glad obedience to his will.”77 For Harkness, this liturgical affirmation 
of faith thus becomes a key source for “true and relevant theology,” which in turn becomes 
the source for social ethics. This is as clear an example as any of how Harkness imagined the 
lex orandi of the individual and the church flowing out to shape both lex credendi and lex 
vivendi. 
 Yet, because Harkness saw the influence of the laws as circular, she also started at 
theology—the lex credendi—to discuss how theological beliefs should shape the way 
Christians pray and live in the world. The clearest example of Harkness employing lex 
credendi to illumine the church’s lex orandi came in her many discussions of prayer in which 
she posited that a right understanding of prayer must begin with a right understanding of who 
God is. “Our prayer must fit with what we believe about God’s relation to the world and our 
                                               
again ‘to judge the quick and the dead’ and ‘the resurrection of the body,’ do not gear in well 
with current thinking and require considerable interpretation to be made meaningful and 
persuasive. The phrase ‘born of the Virgin Mary,’ taken too often as the major criterion for 
believe in the divinity of Christ, is in dispute. Nevertheless, the central affirmations of the 
Apostles’ Creed, having stood the test of time, still give us a compendium of Christian wisdom” 
(“Toward a Theology of Social Change,” 563-64). 
 
77 Ibid., 567. Again, note how the ethical life (lex vivendi) “flows out from the worship of God” 
(lex orandi). 
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own place in it. Prayer is not theology, as it is not psychology. But unless it is correlated with 
true belief, frustrated hopes and the bitterness of unanswered prayer are too often the 
result.”78 In another article, she outlined the “frustrated hopes” and “bitterness” that often 
arise in practices of prayer because of deficient theology:  
Many people can no longer pray because to them a personal God means an old man 
with a beard (visually pictured as a mixture of Moses, Santa Claus and Father Time), 
and this God of their childhood has evaporated with nothing in its place but an 
impersonal principle. By others prayer has been abandoned because a too literal faith 
that “with God all things are possible” has ended in frustration and bitterness. The 
ever present problem of suffering, even if unsolved, could be more wisely as well as 
more bravely met if they were not so large a blank after the questions that accompany 
it.79 
 
Harkness argued that there was a direct correlation between faulty theology and faulty 
practice and experience. “Doubtless to many it will seem far-fetched to say that the trouble is 
mainly theological. Yet I believe it is. That is, prevalent errors in Christian belief have bred 
false expectations, which in turn have undercut Christian experience and practice.”80 In other 
words, a skewed lex credendi (“errors in Christian belief”) led naturally to a skewed lex 
orandi and lex vivendi (“undercut Christian experience and practice”).  
 In Prayer and the Common Life, Harkness sought to rectify this skewed theology by 
enumerating five basic theological beliefs a Christian should have about God to make the 
practice of prayer intelligible. First, as mentioned a few times already, she claimed that only 
                                               
78 Harkness, “Thy Will Be Done—Through Me,” 33. 
 
79 Georgia Harkness, “Theology and the Layman,” The Christian Century 63, no. 2 (January 6, 
1946), series 10, box 11, folder 116 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-
Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 42. 
 
80 Georgia Harkness, “Perplexed But Not unto Despair,” The Christian Century 60, no. 28 (July 
14, 1943), series 10, box 11, folder 100 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-
Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 819. 
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a personal God—an I–thou rather than an I–it relationship—would make prayer intelligible.81 
Second, God needed to be understood as an “all-wise and ever-present Creator and Ruler of 
the world.” As Creator, God made the world with “regularity and order,” which reminded the 
one praying that God would not upset the natural order of the world or its physical laws in 
order to answer even the most fervent prayer.82 Yet, on the positive side, the theological 
assertion that God is ever present also assured the one praying that God always heard even 
the quietest murmur of hearts: “When we pray, we do not then have to call God down from 
heaven. We have only to open the soul to an awareness of a God who is already here.”83 
Harkness’s third theological claim was that God “loves and cares for his human children.” 
Because of this love and care, the one who prayed could assume the love and support of a 
God whom she or he could approach in a posture of intimate relationality through prayer.84 
Fourth, the theological belief that “God has a purpose and destiny for our lives” helped the 
praying Christian navigate between the dangerous extremes of seeing all disaster in life as a 
part of God’s will or finding no possible meaning in the suffering of the world. Rather, the 
one who prayed with a belief in the good purposes of God could seek and find direction and 
                                               
81 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 36-37. See also my Chapter Two, 46 and Chapter 
Four, 239. Here she is obviously borrowing the language of “I-thou” from Martin Buber’s I and 
Thou. 
 
82 “We ought not to pray supposing that if only we pray hard enough we shall get whatever we 
ask for. Most of the bitterness of unanswered prayer comes from the assumption that God will 
juggle his universe to give us what we plead for if we plead long enough” (ibid., 38). See also 
my Chapter Two, 47-48. 
 
83 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 38-39. 
 
84 Ibid., 39. 
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meaning without succumbing to either fatalism or despair.85 Finally, the core theological 
conviction that “God judges and seeks to save us” should lead Christians to prayerful self-
examination and confession followed by the assurance of God’s all-surpassing grace.86 Thus, 
Harkness argued over and over again that the theological claims a Christian holds about God 
(lex credendi) fundamentally shaped the prayers (lex orandi) one offers (or does not offer) to 
God. 
 Similarly, Harkness claimed that the theology of prayer to which a Christian held (lex 
credendi) would substantially influence action in the world (lex vivendi). For example, a 
theology of prayer that assumed God to be a wish-granting genie who does not need 
humanity to accomplish God’s will naturally undercut humanity’s ethical responsibility 
toward one another. Harkness tackled this theological error head on, noting, 
Prayer for clearness of mind and the best use of one’s ability is no substitute for 
action. This seems self-evident. Yet people often pray for the spiritual welfare and 
sometimes for the physical health of others, assuming that God will do what needs to 
be done without human agency. This is equally an evasion and leads to an unchristian 
thwarting of values. It is scarcely defensible to pray for the poor and do nothing 
toward elimination of the causes of poverty; to pray for peace and go on supporting 
war.87 
 
Conversely, a person who holds to the theological assertion that “prayer is merely a process 
of the reordering of one’s own thought patterns and emotional drives” (or who believes in a 
deistic or impersonal concept of God that allows for no active participation of God in the 
world) may indeed lead an ethical life informed by “the moral resolution to be more kind and 
serviceable to others” because of a theology that allows for no divine action in the world. 
                                               
85 Ibid., 39-40. 
 
86 Ibid., 40-41. 
 
87 Georgia Harkness, Disciplines of the Christian Life (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1969), 84. 
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While such ethical action is laudable, Harkness believed that such resolutions would most 
likely be “shattered the first time one’s own will or preferred interest clashes with his 
neighbor’s.”88 As she was fond of repeating, without prayer and the concomitant belief in a 
God who responded to prayer, such ethical action often devolved into self-centeredness, 
which lacked both the focus and motivation to be successful over the long term.89 Thus, 
Harkness argued that a Christian’s theology of prayer and the God to which one prays (lex 
credendi) either reinforced or undercut an ethical response (lex vivendi) in the world. 
 Finally, if, as I have argued, lex vivendi is understood more broadly not only to 
encompass particular ethical behavior or choices (lex agendi) but also to include a person’s 
lived experience,90 it is clear that Harkness’s experience greatly influenced both her 
theological commitments (lex credendi) and her life of worship (lex orandi). For example, 
Harkness’s experience of depression led her to examine this experience theologically in The 
Dark Night of the Soul (written, as she said, “as an alternative to having a nervous 
breakdown”) and opened her to the more contemplative worship practices of the mystical 
tradition. Likewise, as discussed at greater length in Chapter Four, it was Harkness’s 
experience of ecumenism at the various international conferences she attended (most notably 
in worship—again, proof of the liturgical circle) that led to her growing commitment to the 
                                               
88 Harkness, Prayer and the Common Life, 75. 
 
89 See my Chapter Two, 49-50.  
 
90 Irwin hinted at this when he declared, “Thus liturgy derives from the context of human life and 
daily living. It also returns participants back to life with their vision of the Christian life 
sharpened and the challenge of living that vision the more clear” (Context and Text, 312). 
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ecumenical vision of the church demonstrated both in her theological writings and in her 
written prayers and planned worship services.91  
 However, perhaps no better example of the influence of Harkness’s lex vivendi can be 
found than the way her experience of the aftermath of World War I led to new theological 
and liturgical commitments toward the gospel of peace. As mentioned in Chapter One, in 
1924 Harkness embarked on a trip of Europe with the Sherwood Eddy Tour in company with 
journalists and academic colleagues to survey the damage of the war and hear from the 
participants on all sides. It was particularly her experience in Germany during the tour that 
deeply affected her:  
I liked the German people we met very much, and came away with a great deal better 
understanding of and sympathy for the German view-point than I have ever had 
before…My trip to Rheims and the battlefields, with what I saw in Germany of the 
effects of the hunger blockade and the “war-peace,” have made me a pacifist, I think, 
forevermore.92 
 
And unlike many of her colleagues on the trip (e.g., Reinhold Niebuhr), Harkness would hold 
to her pacifist position for the rest of her life.  
It was not until the summer of 1924, when I went to Europe with the Sherwood Eddy 
party, that I began seriously to consider this position [of pacifism]. We heard 
statesmen of many countries speak, making clear the broader causes of the recent war 
and showing that the blame could not all be laid on Germany. I became acquainted 
with some outstanding American pacifists, and their position made sense. As a result 
I joined the Fellowship of Reconciliation [a pacifist organization]…for I cannot in 
Christian conscience sanction the use of military force by one nation against another 
will all the horrible destructiveness which war entails.93 
 
                                               
91 See my Chapter Four, 224-31.  
 
92 Letter from Georgia Harkness to Edgar Brightman, September 21, 1924. series 13, box 18, 
folder 46 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL.  
 
93 Georgia Harkness, Grace Abounding (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969), 131-32. 
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 From that time on, the issues of war and peace became a central part of Harkness’s 
theological and academic work. While no means exhaustive, just a few of titles of her articles 
alone from 1924 onward help underscore the centrality of pacifism to Harkness’s thought: 
“Germany and the War-Peace”;94 “Take that Gun Off My Bible!”;95 “Peace-At What 
Price?”;96 “Are Pacifists Romantics?”;97 “Protestants Plan World Strategy for Peace”;98 “The 
Church in a World at War”;99 “The Christian’s Contribution to Peace”;100 “Is Pacifism 
Realism?;”101 “A Pacifist Ecumenical Witness”;102 “Faith and Other Requirements of 
                                               
94 Zion’s Herald (January 7, 1925), series 10, box 10, folder 5 Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
95 The Churchman (November 7, 1925), series 10, box 10, folder 9 Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
96 Elmira College Bulletin (March 1937), series 10, box 10, folder 27 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
97 The Christian Century (June 1, 1938), series 10, box 10, folder 43 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
98 Fellowship (September 1939), series 10, box 10, folder 60 Georgia Harkness Collection, 
Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
99 Christian Advocate (August 22, 1940), series 10, box 10, folder 74 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
100 Senior Quarterly (January-March 1941), series 10, box 10, folder 80 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
101 Christian Advocate (March 13, 1941), series 10, box 10, folder 81 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
102 The Christian Century 58, no. 27 (July 2, 1941), series 10, box 10, folder 86 Georgia 
Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
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Peace”;103 “The Things Which Belong Unto Peace”;104 “Why Peace-Making is Hard”;105 and 
“The Churches and Vietnam.”106 She would argue repeatedly that the example of Christ not 
only called the Christian to reject war as a means of conflict resolution or pray for God to 
bring a supernatural peace; it called Christians to be active agents of peacemaking, working 
for the peace their Savior envisioned and embodied. Thus, even without citing her many 
sections of books, sermons, and speeches on peace, her numerous articles on war and peace 
demonstrate the centrality of a pacifistic vision in the lex credendi of Georgia Harkness. 
 In the same vein, Harkness’s experiences of the ravages of war led her to begin 
incorporating the themes of peacemaking into the worship resources she created, some of 
which have already been discussed. Yet, three more examples from her devotional materials, 
prayers for worship, and hymns will demonstrate the centrality of peace in Harkness’s lex 
orandi. First, in The Bible Speaks to Daily Needs (1959), she paired the Sermon on the 
Mount’s beatitude “Blessed are the peacemakers” with a series of questions and a prayer: 
 Questions: 
Do I treat the people around me—whether they are pleasant or annoying—with the 
consideration which makes for peace? 
Is my attitude one of good will and fairness toward those of other races? those of 
other nations? 
                                               
103 Current Religious Thought (January 1944), series 10, box 11, folder 103 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
104 The Church Woman (March 1946), series 10, box 11, folder 117 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. This was 
also a title of a sermon Harkness gave five years later ([August 5, 1951], series 6, box 6, folder 
74 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, IL). 
 
105 Christian Advocate (May 27, 1954), series 10, box 10, folder 147 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
 
106 The Christian Century 83, no. 4 (January 26, 1966), series 10, box 10, folder 188 Georgia 
Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
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What am I doing as a Christian citizen to support a fair and peaceable policy toward 
Communist countries? 
 
Our Father, who hast sent the Prince of Peace to show us the way, help me to follow 
Him. Let me never praise peace while fostering ill will. Help me to keep the unity of 
the Spirit in the bond of peace in my family, my church, my work, my community, 
and in the world. Through Christ my Lord. Amen.107 
 
Harkness worked to enlarge the Christian’s understanding of peace, beginning with those 
closest (“the people around me”—family, church) and expanding it to include people of other 
races and, finally, even so-called “enemies” in Communist countries. 
 In her undated “A Prayer for Peace,” Harkness emphasized the role of humanity in 
making peace: 
O God our Father, Maker of heaven and earth, in whose hands are the destinies of 
men and nations, we come before Thee knowing that in Thy will is our peace. And 
we come in deep contrition that Thy children have so gravely marred Thy world and 
forsaken Thy way, until now the dark shadow of the threat of destruction hangs over 
all mankind. Not in overt acts of violence or enmity have we here sinned against 
Thee, but in the indifference with which we go about our daily tasks in complacency 
before the agony of the world… 
 
We pray Thee, Lord, to show us what Thou wouldst have us to do. In our own lives, 
in our study and our living together, in our churches help us to advance the spirit of 
reconciling love. Help us to proclaim Thy truth with courage even in the face of 
misunderstanding, and to keep in our hearts the spirit of good will, should others 
speak ill of us. Help us to discern the grave responsibilities of our time, and as good 
stewards of Thy gospel, to perform with fidelity whatever Thou dost call us to do, 
knowing that in Thy sight no offering bought in love is futile… 
 
Give peace in our time, O Lord, for it is Thou, Lord, only that makest us dwell in 
safety. In the name of the Prince of Peace we pray, Amen.108 
 
                                               
107 Georgia Harkness, The Bible Speaks to Daily Needs (New York: Abingdon, 1959), 75. 
 
108Georgia Harkness, “A Prayer for Peace,” series 8, box 7, folder 23 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL. 
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In this prayer, Harkness confessed not only the sins of humanity in actively engaging in the 
violence of warfare (which would narrow the “guilty” to soldiers and political leaders), but 
the passivity of all Christians on both sides of conflict who have not engaged in the harder 
work of building “foundations of peace.” Moreover, she prayed not for a Deus ex machina 
that would set the world aright by fiat (which would not fit Harkness’s theology of a God 
who did not upend the natural laws of the world that created an orderly universe), but for a 
God who assisted Christians in making a more peaceful world through lives lived in 
reconciling love. 
 Finally, in the previously-quoted second stanza of “Shed Thou, O Lord, Thy 
Light,”109 Harkness asked God to cleanse the nation of its lust for war and wealth and use it 
for the work of peace: 
Purge Thou from pride her life; 
Stay lust for gain; 
Save from unholy strife; 
Let justice reign. 
Make her Thine instrument 
To bring earth peace, 
Good will her armament 
Till wars shall cease. 
 
From these three paradigmatic examples, it is obvious that Harkness’s experiences of a war-
torn Europe (lex vivendi) not only shaped her theological commitments to Christian pacifism 
(lex credendi), but also heavily influenced the themes and language of her liturgical resources 
(lex orandi). From both her own writing and liturgical resources, it is clear that Harkness did 
not give priority to the influence Christian worship, theology, or ethics, but saw all three as 
inextricably bound in the life of the faithful Christian, each reinforcing the other that the 
                                               
109 See my Chapter Three, 174.  
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whole life of the Christian—head, heart, and hands—might be lived to the glory of God and 
the good of humanity. 
 
The Role of Personal Devotion in Worship and Ethics 
 As has been proven, Harkness’s writing and liturgical resources foreshadowed much 
of the current discussion of liturgy’s connection to the ethical lives of Christians. Yet, there is 
at least one area in which Harkness’s thought can help examine a largely overlooked but 
essential connection between liturgy and ethics: personal devotion. Many of the major works 
that explore the connection between liturgy and ethics (or liturgy, theology, and ethics) focus 
almost exclusively on the Sunday morning liturgy’s influence on ethics (and vice versa). 
Saliers argued for virtue ethics that are “formed and expressed in the modes of communal 
prayer and ritual action,”110 and Kavanagh too emphasized the role of the assembly in 
forming theology.111 Likewise, Schmemann’s theological and liturgical ethics arose from 
understanding the Sunday liturgy as an eschatological event, while Lathrop’s description of a 
normative ordo presupposed the normativity of Sunday worship.  
 Obviously, several caveats are immediately necessary. None of these writers would 
ever claim that personal devotion or prayer was somehow unimportant—quite the opposite. 
                                               
110 Saliers, Worship as Theology, 173 (my emphasis). He also opened the chapter with a quote 
from T. S. Eliot’s The Rock: “What life have you if you have not life together? / There is not life 
that is not in community, / And no community not lived in praise of God” (171). 
 
111 For example, “For what emerges most directly from an assembly’s liturgical act is not a new 
species of theology among others. It is theologia itself…Its thesis is the assembly as it enters into 
the liturgical act; its antithesis is the assembly’s changed condition as it comes away from its 
liturgical encounter with the living God in Word and sacrament; its synthesis is the assembly’s 
adjustment in faith and works to that encounter” (Kavanagh, 75-76). 
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For example, Kavanagh and Schmemann both came from traditions with a rich tradition of 
people individually or communally praying the daily office several times a day, and they saw 
this act as an essential part of the corporate prayer of the Church.112 Because they gave 
attention to the normative liturgy of the church, personal devotion simply was not their major 
focus. Since all viewed the Sunday liturgy of word and sacrament as the normative act of 
Christian worship (something to which Harkness would whole-heartedly agree), the Sunday 
liturgy became the locus for ethical theological reflection. Further, they were also responding 
to the rampant individualism of Western society that had privatized corporate worship and 
weakened a thick understanding of a Christian social ethic. Thus, Saliers responding to T. S. 
Eliot’s rhetorical question, “What life have you if you have not life together?” claimed,  
That question…is about liturgy and ethics, about the church’s prayer and work. 
Pressed upon us by the fragmentation and anxiety in contemporary life, the question 
is asked of the churches by people in the streets, and increasingly by those who, 
seated comfortably for years in the pews, are quite familiar with the language of Zion. 
In a time of profound moral ambiguity and the privatization of ethical concerns, the 
question must be addressed to all who lead and serve God’s people.113 
 
The normativity of the Sunday celebration of word and sacrament combined with the 
privatization of ethics rightly led these writers primarily to examine the communal gathering 
on Sunday and its theological and ethical implications. 
                                               
112 For example, Kavanagh explained how his perceptions have shifted through worship by 
noting, “I have known it to happen in the middle of a thoroughly bad sermon and at the end of a 
good one, in baroque pontifical Masses and in helter-skelter baptisms in basements. In St. Mary 
Major on Good Friday and in a small oratory in Indiana on a ferial Wednesday. During the 
reading of the martyrology at prime in a monastery and during Benediction of the Blessed 
Sacrament on a hillside in Tennessee” (On Liturgical Theology, 77). Note, however, that each of 
these services outside the Sunday mass was still communal.  
 
113 Saliers, Worship as Theology, 171. 
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 Yet, not all scholars focused quite as exclusively on the Sunday liturgy. Kevin Irwin 
argued in Context and Text that liturgy served as the center of a circle that broadened in 
concentric circles to encompass both prayer and spirituality. Liturgy was given a pride of 
place at the center of the circle, but as Irwin insisted, “neither prayer nor spirituality is 
limited to the liturgy.”114 In what will be an important connection to the thought of Harkness, 
Irwin stressed, “Other kinds of Christian prayer—from mantras to meditation, from centering 
to contemplation—are here assumed and deemed essential for both engaging in the act of 
liturgy and for living the Christian life.”115 Still, Irwin gave pride of place to the liturgy: “To 
our way of thinking, liturgy has such a privileged role in the prayer, the theology and the 
living of the Christian life because of all forms of prayer it is the most anthropologically and 
theologically ‘apt.’”116 One of the key theological reasons Irwin gave for the privileged role 
of liturgy was because it was communal, constituting a person’s individual prayer life.117 
While Irwin’s schema still gave priority to the Sunday liturgy, it helped discern the ways in 
which individual prayer was a necessary part of the broader worshipping life of the Christian. 
 If anything, Harkness insisted even more forcefully that the ethical life of the 
Christian necessitated both corporate worship and individual devotion. In a sermon she gave 
to the women of Mills College, Harkness made several points about worship, devotion, and 
                                               
114 Irwin, Context and Text, 311. His general argument is that liturgy shaped this broadest circle 
of spirituality, calling Christians to integrate the liturgical vision into the entirety of their lives. 
 
115 Ibid., 312 (my emphasis).  
 
116 Ibid., 313-14. 
 
117 “Any privatized notions of personal prayer cede here to the theological reality that liturgy 
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ethics under the aegis of giving students advice for maintaining their Christian faith outside 
the walls of the college.  
One is to keep your soul quickened and renewed through worship. Not all church 
services will be as meaningful as those you have experienced…in your Chapel 
services. Yet the Church is through the centuries the carrier of the gospel of Christ, 
and any church whether great or small provides the chief place of corprate [sic] 
worship for its people…But the Church is not the only place in which to worship God 
and be renewed by the presence of His Spirit. In your homes, in your work, in your 
community contacts, there too you need to pray and to open your lives to God, to feel 
the companionship of the Living Christ. Only so can you discover the deeper levels of 
truth, and be taught by Him to be worthy interpreters.”118 
 
Two essential points can be interpolated from this quote that help to illuminate why 
Harkness saw both worship and devotion as essential to the Christian’s ethical life. First, by 
pointing out that “Church is not the only place in which to worship God,” Harkness extended 
worship from a self-contained act on Sunday morning to a way of life encompassing family, 
vocation, and relationships with friends and neighbors. If lex orandi is indeed one of the 
sources of lex vivendi, broadening the church’s worship and prayer beyond the Sunday 
service would likewise broaden the ethical demands of a Christian beyond the four walls of 
the church. Similarly, daily devotions would provide the individual with more doxological 
source material from which to draw ethical implications. Stated simply, if worship influences 
ethics, those who worship with more frequency throughout the week should find a more 
sustained formation of their ethical lives. Perhaps this was one of the reasons Harkness gave 
so much attention to devotional manuals—the depth and breadth of the ethical vision of the 
Christian depended on the depth and breadth of his or her doxological vision. 
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Second, (and as noted earlier119), Harkness believed that the ethical lives of Christians 
were shaped by ideals, a teleological vision of the way the world ought to be shaped by 
emotion and cognition that the Christian discerned through worship and devotion. Through 
devotion, Harkness believed Christians not only discovered truth (the cognitive), but in order 
to discover truth they first had “to open [their] lives to God, to feel the companionship of 
God” (the emotional). Daily repetition was not enough; true devotion required both intention 
and vital feeling if it was to result in the transformation of a person’s life. Indeed, Harkness 
often warned of worship and devotion that missed these components. In her article “Prayer 
and Life,” she cautioned: 
But when form instead of being a useful instrument becomes an end in itself, 
ritualism has replaced prayer. What we have then is mechanism and motion rather 
than vital emotion. When one finds himself falling into a parrot-like repetition of any 
prayer, whether the Lord’s Prayer or the great petitions of the prayer book, it is time 
to stop short and do something else.120 
 
Similarly, in an undated sermon entitled, “By Prayer and Fasting,” she underscored both the 
importance of corporate worship and personal devotion as well as her belief that both must 
be entered cognitively and emotively: 
We need, of course, the service of corporate worship, entered into not perfunctorily, 
but personally, vitally, in eager openness to the Spirit of God as He speaks to us 
through it. We need our personal devotions, again not perfunctorily—with a few 
hurried moments in the morning or a few sleepy moments at night—but with an 
unhurried time in which to let God speak to us.121 
 
                                               
119 See my Chapter Five, 244-49.  
 
120 Georgia Harkness, “Prayer and Life,” Intercollegiate (February 1937), series 10, box 10, 
folder 26 Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological 
Seminary, Evanston, IL, 87.  
 
121 Georgia Harkness, “By Prayer and Fasting,” series 6, box 5, folder 8 Georgia Harkness 
Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, IL, 8. 
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While more recent discoveries in ritual studies would caution against devaluing the power of 
repetition—even seemingly mechanistic repetition—Harkness argued that the Christian who 
entered worship and devotion with emotional vitality and attention could be more fully 
opened to the ideals of God. Finally, Harkness again noted the role of devotion in discerning 
between competing ideals, helping them become “worthy interpreters” of the world in the 
light of God’s kingdom ideals made known in worship.  
 Having encouraged the ongoing engagement of the full person—mind and heart—in 
worship and devotion, and begun the work of discernment between ideals, Harkness ended 
her speech to the Mills College students by arguing for the necessary extension of worship 
into their ethical lives: 
Worship, then, together with others and alone with God, is a prime essential. But 
worship ought never to stop with itself, else it turns into an emotional luxury—a way 
of feeling good—which no longer honors God or brings Him to you. Worship must 
always be linked with labor—labor in love of God and neighbor, labor in fidelity to 
the call of God as we seek to find and to do His will.122 
 
Thus, like Irwin, Harkness believed that the lex orandi that would shape the lex 
vivendi of Christians most formatively necessarily included both corporate worship and 
personal devotion. But rather than give the liturgy an explicit pride of place as Irwin does 
through liturgy’s centrality in a series of concentric circles, Harkness envisioned the role as 
much more complementary. Corporate worship ensured that personal devotion was normed 
by the traditions and practices of the church, preventing personal devotion from becoming 
insular and self-serving. Personal devotion helped keep one’s participation in corporate 
worship vital by extending the doxological character of the Sunday service through the rest 
of the Christian’s daily life. This helped the individual continue the ongoing work of 
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discerning among competing ideals and safeguarded against the possibility of Sunday 
worship devolving into a once-a-week formality. To return to an earlier image, if lex orandi 
is imagined as a bird, corporate worship and personal prayer are the two wings that give it 
flight, allowing the ideals formed and discerned in worship and devotion to become operative 
in the living of the Christian’s ethical life. 
 Perhaps Harkness’s insights can at least begin to give a few possible answers to the 
vexing question as to why millions of people can attend Christian liturgies that seem to have 
so little impact on their ethical lives. At its most basic, if worship is understood as an hour on 
Sunday and is not extended to devotional practices during the week, there is very little 
chance for the ideals of the Sunday liturgy to compete with the “secular liturgies” (James K. 
A. Smith) that are reinforced with much more frequency and depth throughout the week. This 
suggests that part of the work of church leaders is to help resource and encourage devotional 
practices that find their source and goal in the Sunday liturgy. Perhaps here Harkness’s own 
work in providing devotional material can serve as an example to be emulated.  
Further, without devotion, people cut off the necessary space and time for discerning 
between various ideals and so rarely become “worthy interpreters” of the world around them. 
When so many choices made are not between a good option and a bad option, but between a 
good option and a better option or a bad option and a worse option (or any of the gradations 
between), devotion becomes one of the ways Christians interpret the conflicting data of the 
world around them and make difficult choices before God.   
Also, if Christians operate out of ideals that are formed by both cognition and emotion, 
it suggests that worship services need to engage both cognition and emotion if they are to 
form ideals out of which the faithful will live. From the side of worship planning and leading, 
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if the service is high on emotion but does little to ground these emotions in a coherent 
theological framework, malformation occurs. Similarly, if the liturgy is theologically correct 
but is enacted in a perfunctory way by congregation and presider alike, formation is stunted. 
From the congregant’s side, it asks the worshipper to engage in the liturgy with attention and 
vitality—the mind and the heart—to assent to the formative power of worship through full 
participation in it. While this could be misunderstood to mean congregants need to drum up 
emotion or feeling, at its best it means the congregants enter into the liturgy with all their 
conflicting feelings and thoughts, and attempts, always imperfectly, to engage their full 
person in the rites of the church in dialogue with the triune God.  
 
Evaluation 
With study of the liturgical work of Georgia Harkness and its influence on both her 
theological shift and her ethical framework now complete, what remains to be done is an 
evaluation of both the strengths and weaknesses of her work as well as the presentation of 
convincing rationale for the continued relevance of Harkness’s liturgical imagination in the 
modern (or post-modern) world. The argument can be made that much of Harkness’s work 
did not outlive her own period. Her resources for worship, her prayers, hymns, and worship 
services may strike the modern ear as antiquated and, at times, liturgically confused. Unlike 
her colleagues Niebuhr or Tillich, she produced very little original theological work that has 
had a lasting influence on the contemporary field of theology. Even in a theological field 
such as feminist theology where one would expect the legacy of a trailblazer like Harkness to 
loom large, her rejection of many of the central tenets of feminist theology—like inclusive 
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language for God—makes her difficult to fit into the ancestral linage of the movement.123 
Yet, I believe a compelling case can be made that the liturgical approach of Georgia 
Harkness is just as relevant and necessary now as it was when she wrote for her mid-
twentieth century audience.  
 
Liturgical Resources 
 
 Before turning to her liturgical approach, it will be helpful to evaluate the strengths 
and weaknesses of the resources Harkness created for worship, which point more broadly to 
the strengths and weaknesses of Harkness’s liturgical thought. Among these resources, her 
hymn texts have fared the best over time. As mentioned in Chapter Three, because of the 
clarity and durability of the texts, the broad range of human experience expressed within 
them, and their commitment to justice rooted in the person of Christ, four of her hymn 
texts—particularly “Hope of the World”—are still found in current worship resources.124 For 
a hymnwriter who only wrote a total of twenty known texts, this is no small feat. As with 
most hymns that do not last beyond their specific generation, what is now considered 
                                               
123 As Mary Elizabeth Moore noted, “The limitations of Harkness’s work have mostly to do with 
a lack of suspicion of masogynist [sic] tendencies in theology. She was not without feminist 
tendencies, but they did not temper her theological work in an explicit way except in a few 
selected instances when she addressed the issues of women directly” (“To Search and to 
Witness: Theological Agenda of Georgia Harkness,” Quarterly Review 13, no. 3 [Fall 1993], 
19). Like Moore, I argue that Harkness’s legacy comes more from approach than context. As 
Moore stated in her thesis, “Georgia Harkness’s legacy to theology is found not so much in 
particular theological constructs as in her method of integration” (3). 
 
124 See my Chapter Three, 181-82. I also believe that “Hope of the World” would reach an even 
broader audience if it could find a more natural tune pairing. To my mind, neither DONNE 
SECOURS nor ANCIENT OF DAYS does justice to the text. A more contemporary attempt is made by 
Benjamin Brody with his tune BLACKSBURG in Come, O Holy House of Worship (Chicago: GIA, 
2017), 46-47. 
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outmoded theological and anthropological language tends to make the texts obsolete. The 
second stanza of “God of Life and Light and Glory” serves as a paradigmatic example: 
Kingdoms rise and fall before Thee, 
Might of men a broken reed: 
Out of darkness we adore Thee, 
Trusting Thee in sorest need. 
Long Thine arm and strong forever, 
Firm in Thine all-gracious hand: 
Christians know Thou failest never, 
Thou dost give the strength to stand.125 
 
For many traditions, this text would raise several immediate concerns, including older word 
forms (“thee,” “thine,” “failest,” “sorest”), what is often considered exclusive language 
(“Kingdoms,” “Might of men”), and other anthropological language issues (the use of 
“darkness” as a negative state). Yet, perhaps with careful editing, more of Harkness’s hymn 
texts could find use. To give one possible example, the themes of stewardship and 
environmental care in “The Earth Thou Gavest Lord, Is Thine” only grow in their resonances 
in the modern context. Yet, the first stanza suffers from many of the same language issues 
already mentioned: 
The earth thou gavest, Lord, is thine; 
We stand on hallowed ground. 
In field and forest, mart and mine 
Thy handiwork is found. 
O Lord of earth and sky and sea, 
In this our dwelling-place, 
We pledge to thee fidelity, 
Empowered by thy grace.126 
 
An attempt to modernize the language could render the stanza: 
                                               
125 Georgia Harkness, “Hymn for Dark Days,” in The Glory of God (New York: Abingdon, 
1943), 62. 
 
126 Georgia Harkness, “The Earth Thou Gavest, Lord, Is Thine,” in Grace Abounding (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1969), 152. 
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 The earth you gave us, God, is yours; 
 we stand on hallowed ground. 
 On factory and forest floors 
 your handiwork is found. 
 Creator of earth, sky, and sea, 
 In this our dwelling place, 
 we pledge to you fidelity, 
 empowered by your grace. 
 
In this way, much of what is commendable in Harkness’s hymn texts could be updated and 
used, especially by traditions such as the United Methodist Church that seek to honor her 
legacy. 
 If Harkness’s hymns have proved durable over time, the same cannot be said for her 
prayers, devotions, and worship services. No doubt part of this is the natural passage of time 
that makes even the best of past resources obsolete to the next generations. For example, 
devotionals by their very nature tend to delve into the specifics of a person’s life at a 
particular time, and in many ways the more specific a liturgical resource attempts to be, the 
more time-bound it becomes.127 That is to say, those that produce liturgical resources should 
not attempt to make every prayer, devotional, or worship service timeless, in part because 
such a broad sweep will miss out on the specificity that is also an essential part of the 
Christian life. Yet even with this necessary caveat, there are deeper liturgical and theological 
issues with each of these resources that also inhibit their current use. 
 The great strength of Harkness’s devotionals is how eminently practical they are. 
Unlike the stereotype of the ivory tower academic speaking in theological abstractions, 
Harkness’s devotions draw on the basic experiences and problems of the common man and 
woman. Her questions of self-examination ask about a person’s daily attitudes and choices 
                                               
127 For example, see the temperance hymns of the early twentieth century. 
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that form the Christian life, such as “Have I taken sufficient account of my personal 
expenditures?”128 and “What are the things I worry most about?”129 Harkness’s devotions 
thus help the person draw very practical connections between the call of scripture and the 
quotidian life of the Christian. Yet, besides the aforementioned limitation of writing for a 
particular time and place, the devotions also are limited by their almost singular focus on 
self-examination and/or confession.130 In doing so, Harkness gave the impression that 
individual devotion was synonymous with self-examination, which limited the full scope of 
humanity’s relating to God. 
 One of the key drawbacks to the prayers Harkness wrote was her fidelity to the eight 
moods. While over the course of several months the moods are particularly helpful in 
ensuring that worship resources cover the wide range of humanity’s necessary postures and 
emotion before God, within particular prayers the moods can seem more like a checklist that 
diffuses the focus and purpose of the prayer. For example, in “A Prayer for Reconciliation 
Among the Nations,” the change of mood is made starkly with each new paragraph: 
O Thou who art the Creator of all mankind, we rejoice that in the mystery of Thy 
wisdom Thou hast made us in Thine own spiritual image. Of many races and colors 
Thou hast fashioned us; yet Thou dost ordain us to one within Thy great human 
family. 
 
Yet in sorrow we confess that there are deep divisions among us. What Thou hast 
made to be a family has become a strife-torn world. By the deep injustices of the 
strong toward the weak and the demand of the suppressed to be sinned against no 
longer, the fabric of our society has been sorely strained. In contrition we confess that 
each one of us, whether by outward act or inner spirit, has helped to sever the bonds 
that should unite us. 
                                               
128 Georgia Harkness, Through Christ Our Lord (New York: Abingdon, 1950), 22.  
 
129 Ibid., 24. 
 
130 See also my Chapter Three, 120.  
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Grant us, O God, a keener sense of the bonds that unite us, a more living spirit, a 
more steadfast determination to let no earthly barriers of race or color, of class or 
culture, divide us. Make us Thy willing servants and grant us the wisdom and the 
power to help in the making of a more just and close-knit world. Through Christ our 
Lord. Amen.131 
 
Here we see a general pattern of adoration/thanksgiving, confession, supplication, a 
dedication of sorts, and ascription. Like any prayer pattern followed too closely (e.g., the still 
popular acronym ACTS: adoration, confession, thanksgiving, supplication), such prayers can 
quickly sound halting and formulaic. Further, when any one prayer attempts to touch on 
every possible mood before God, it ends up only superficially touching on each theme and 
not developing the full implications of this posture before God. In other words, when the 
prayer tries to do everything, it often ends up doing nothing well. 
 Finally, single prayers attempting to move through several different moods, like the 
one above, seem to ignore the larger liturgical context of the prayer. In the context of a 
worship service in which a prayer of confession and assurance of pardon were normative 
parts of the liturgical order (as they would have been in Methodist contexts that followed the 
order prescribed in the Methodist Book of Worship for Church and Home), the use of “A 
Prayer for Reconciliation Among the Nations” as a pulpit prayer would raise both liturgical 
and theological questions. What is the purpose of a pulpit prayer? Traditionally the pulpit 
prayer’s main function has been intercession and supplication, understanding that adoration, 
thanksgiving, confession, and other moods are included in other elements of the service (e.g., 
songs, corporate prayers of confession, etc.). What is the reasoning for duplicating a prayer 
                                               
131 Georgia Harkness, “A Prayer for Reconciliation Among the Races,” series 8, box 7, folder 23 
Georgia Harkness Collection, Styberg Library, Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, 
Evanston, IL. 
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of confession, one recited corporately and one prayed by the pastor alone in a pulpit prayer? 
Does this suggest in some way that the first prayer of confession was not efficacious? Should 
a prayer of confession be incorporated into a pastoral prayer if it does not also offer some 
type of assurance of pardon? Should clergy speak words of confession on behalf of the 
congregation? By attempting to cover the many moods of prayer in each prayer rather than 
throughout a worship service or over the course of many prayers, the liturgical purpose and 
theological focus of the prayer is weakened.  
 As already mentioned in Chapter Three, the above prayer also demonstrates both the 
strength and limitation of Harkness’s theology of intercessory prayer as reflected in her 
written prayers. Because she did not believe that God overturned natural laws, her 
intercessory prayers often asked God to work within the hearts and minds of the people to 
inspire them toward actions that would bring about social change (e.g., “Grant us…a keener 
sense of the bonds that unite us, a more living spirit, a more steadfast determination”). On the 
one hand, this type of intercession demonstrated a theologically coherent way of praying for 
those who have theological misgivings about God’s miraculous intervention in the world 
(one of the strengths of Harkness’s overall liturgical approach to which I will return). On the 
other, when prayers of intercession focus so heavily on motivating individuals and 
communities, they can come across as pep talks used to prod people into social action rather 
than being the means of interceding to God on behalf of the world. While bringing the needs 
of the world before God should spur the congregation to action, these prayers can lack 
honesty in that what is purportedly addressed to God is really addressed to the congregation. 
Further, when intercession becomes only about praying for the motivation of the 
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congregation, the prayer has become supplication (prayer for ourselves) rather than true 
intercession (prayer for others). 
 Harkness’s worship services exhibit many of the same strengths and limitations as her 
devotionals and prayers. Over the course of a worship service, the use of the eight moods of 
prayer is actually much more effective, as each mood can be more fully developed as a 
separate liturgical unit within the larger ordo of the worship service. Also, her services were 
often developed around the pressing themes of the day—like peace or race relations—
allowing people to grapple with relevant topics before God in worship. The services also 
demonstrated Harkness’s commitment to the ecumenical movement, as many of the services 
were planned for ecumenical gatherings (e.g., The World Day of Prayer) and used a variety 
of sources across denominational and geographical borders (e.g., prayer of St. Anselm, 
Declaration of Unity from the Edinburgh World Conference, a poem from Toyohiko 
Kagawa). Finally, as an evangelical liberal, Harkness’s services were imbued with scripture, 
helping to ground her theological convictions in the overarching narrative of God’s story. 
 Yet, many of these strengths are countered by corresponding weaknesses that are also 
reflected in Harkness’s worship service. A worship service built around a particular social 
theme does indeed help the Christian community wrestle with the topic, but it can also verge 
on propaganda when it is clear the worship planner has one particular “right” response in 
mind. As such, if worship is the glorification of God and the sanctification of humanity,132 
these services can occasionally seem to reverse the order, with the chief end first being the 
sanctification of humanity. This is particularly glaring in the way Harkness used scripture in 
                                               
132 This is a common definition for worship in Roman Catholic circles that first appeared in Pius 
X’s Motu Proprio, Tra le Sollecitudini (1903) and was later repeated in Sacrosanctum Concilium 
(1963). 
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the services. As explained in Chapter Three, Harkness often quilted together many single 
verses of scripture to create a new liturgical piece around a particular theme or topic. The 
main problem with such an approach is how quickly it can devolve into eisegesis. By taking 
the verses out of the fuller pericope of which they are a part and creating new pericopes, 
verses are shorn of their context and given a new context. In the case of a service around 
peace, this allows Harkness to create a quite compelling biblical argument for peace, but it 
does so by finding passages that bolster her particular argument and avoiding those texts that 
would naturally problematize it. Working from a theme to scripture rather than from scripture 
to a theme tends to emphasize the worship planner’s interpretive lens with all of its natural 
blind spots and biases.133 
 Finally, in both her worship services and her writings on worship, the sacraments 
received very little attention. While she argued that many in her field needed to develop a 
“more meaningful interpretation of the sacraments,”134 her work did not take up this call in 
any sustained way. This is at least partially demonstrated by the fact that none of her existing 
services of worship celebrate the sacraments (as mentioned in Chapter Three). While this 
might be explained by the simple fact that none of the services were the Sunday morning 
service where sacraments were normatively celebrated or that an ecumenical service would 
make the celebration of sacraments problematic (e.g., if both Protestants and Roman 
Catholics were present at a communion service), it might also indicate a conflicted attitude 
toward the sacraments.  
                                               
133 This is perhaps one of the greatest and ongoing drawbacks of thematic worship that has 
become the norm in many liturgical traditions. 
 
134 Harkness, The Dark Night of the Soul (New York: Abingdon, 1945), 182.  
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There are two potential reasons for such ambivalence. First, in her Resources of 
Religion (1937), she argued that “sacramentalist churches” often focused too exclusively on 
the worship of God without the corollary emphasis on “redeeming the social order.”135 While 
she called for a synthesis of traditions, this might help explain her underutilization of the 
sacraments. Second, in a theological context where Harkness was hemmed in by Roman 
Catholic scholars who argued for sacraments as the means of grace and Barthian/neo-
orthodox thinkers suspicious of any type of natural theology, Harkness wanted to emphasize 
that the sacraments were a normative means of grace but not the only means. Perhaps this is 
why she was drawn to the image of William Temple’s “sacramental universe,” where “every 
bough and blossom, star and snowflake, expression of human Love and manifestation of the 
quest for truth, beauty, and goodness can be the carrier of his spirit and hence a means of 
grace.”136 Thus, in an attempt to expand the church’s understanding of means of grace, she, 
like many theological liberals of the time, tended not to develop a rich understanding of the 
normative means of grace found in the sacraments.  
I believe this underdevelopment of the sacraments was a missed opportunity for 
Harkness in her quest to connect the liturgical and ethical lives of Christians for a few key 
reasons. First, the sacraments offer a largely untapped source that would only have bolstered 
many of Harkness’s ethical arguments. To continue with the example of war and peace, 
Harkness could have discussed the ways in which baptism creates a new primary identity for 
Christians in which “[t]here is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 
                                               
135 Georgia Harkness, Resources of Religion (New York: Henry Holt, 1936), 99. See also my 
Chapter Two, 87. 
 
136 Georgia Harkness, The Fellowship of the Holy Spirit (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 169. See 
also my Chapter Two, 107. 
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is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). If our primary 
allegiance is to Christ, it should make Christians reevaluate their allegiances to nation–states, 
especially when called upon to do violence. Further, if baptized Germans are truly one in 
Christ with baptized Americans, this should have radical implications for the ways in which 
Christians engage in conflict resolution between the nations. Yet, as Harkness primarily lived 
and worked before the Second Vatican Council’s liturgical reforms that caused many 
Protestant denominations to reevaluate their worship practices and recommit to the 
sacraments, it is perhaps unfair to expect Harkness to transcend her historical context. 
Second, many of Harkness’s worship services built around social themes were 
heavily word-focused, centering on responsive prayers, litanies, and meditations. Yet, the 
services are also almost completely devoid of ritual action in which theology could be 
embodied. As ritual studies continue to show, the embodiment of ritual is a key way in which 
the meaning of the ritual is enfleshed and encoded in a person and community. While other 
forms of ritual could be used, the sacraments—specifically communion—would have served 
the services well, particularly around the social themes for which Harkness had such passion. 
For what embodies reconciliation of the races more than people of diverse backgrounds 
coming together to share of the one loaf and one cup? Or what demonstrates the global nature 
of the church more than people coming from East and West and North and South to feast at 
the table? By engaging more directly with the sacraments, Harkness could have strengthened 
the already strong connection she drew between liturgy (lex orandi), theology (lex credendi), 
and ethics (lex vivendi). 
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Harkness As a Practical Theologian 
With more space describing weaknesses than strengths in Harkness’s worship 
resources, the question is raised: is there any part of Harkness’s work on worship that is still 
relevant for the contemporary world? Or, perhaps to ask more boldly, what need is there for a 
present study on the liturgical life of Georgia Harkness? It is my contention that the ongoing 
legacy of Harkness is not found in the liturgical or theological material produced as much as 
in the theological and liturgical approach Harkness brought to her work. This approach, I 
believe, is essential to present communities of faith. In an increasingly polarized church 
where false dichotomies abound, Harkness’s approach offers a much-needed third way that 
can assist in bridging the gap between widening cultural differences. To make this case, I 
start with the most general reasons for contemporary appropriation and work toward the 
more specific, ending with Harkness’s continued liturgical relevance. 
 From an historical view, Harkness merits study because of her singular place in 
United States religious history in general and in Methodist history specifically. As mentioned 
many times in the present study, she was a woman of “firsts”—among the first women to 
receive her Ph.D. from Boston University School of Theology, the first woman member of 
the American Theological Society, first woman to be a full-time professor in theology at a 
seminary, etc. In many ways, she was also a leading Methodist thinker and church woman 
during the high-water mark of Methodism’s influence in the United States. With tongue 
firmly in cheek, she used to claim she had “the most important job in the world” because, as 
one student remembered her saying, 
If the world is to be saved, it will be by the influence of the Church, and the strongest 
part of the Church…is the American Church. She felt that the Methodist Church led 
the Christians of America in its influence for social good and, within the 
denomination, the training offered by its seminaries was the critical point. Of these 
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seminaries, Garrett Biblical Institute was the largest. Theology is the heart of the 
curriculum, and applied theology the place where this discipline comes to bear on the 
needs of the world. Therefore, the professor of Applied Theology in Garrett held the 
most important job in the world!137 
 
While Harkness was being facetious, her syllogism still holds a kernel of truth. Harkness was 
an important figure in Methodism at a time when Methodism (and mainline churches in 
general) was the dominant figure on the country’s religious landscape and theological 
discussion an essential part of the broader public discourse.138 Further, she served as a 
connection point for many of the most important theological and social movements of the 
twentieth century. Theological liberalism, the Student Volunteer Movement, the social 
gospel, neo-orthodoxy, the ecumenical movement, women’s rights, civil rights—all these 
intersected in her life and life’s work and brought her into contact with many of the essential 
theological and public figures of the time, including Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, Alfred 
North Whitehead, Martin Luther King, Jr., Charles Clayton Morrison, and Benjamin Mays. 
Any study that seeks to understand better the approach of Harkness is worthwhile if for no 
other reason than to shed light on this crucial point in American religious history. 
 Second, as the field of practical theology continues to grow in theological institutions 
across the United States, Harkness’s work as an applied theologian serves as both an 
important historical forerunner as well as a continued model for doing practical theology.139 
                                               
137 Murray and Dorothy Leiffer, Enter the Old Portals: Reminiscences: Fifty Years on a 
Seminary Campus (Evanston, IL: Bureau of Social and Religious Research, 1987), 66.  
 
138 The thought of a contemporary theologian gracing the cover of the twenty-fifth anniversary 
issue of Time magazine as Reinhold Niebuhr did in March of 1948 is almost unthinkable! 
 
139 While the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, applied theology and practical theology 
are not necessarily synonyms. Often the former focuses on applying theological norms to 
different contexts while the other begins with context and forms theology out of that context. 
Like Pete Ward, I believe that this delineation lack nuance and is fairly arbitrary (Introducing 
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If practical theology is, at least in part, the bringing to bear of theological insights onto the 
everyday lives of average people within Christian communities, there can be little argument 
that this was the driving force behind Harkness’s theological work.140 Even before she 
became the professor for Applied Theology at Garrett, her work sought to take the often-
thorny theological discussions of personalism, liberalism, biblical inspiration, and theodicy 
(among others), and make them understandable for the person in the pew with telling titles 
such as The Faith by Which the Church Lives, Understanding the Christian Faith, Toward 
Understanding the Bible, What Christians Believe, Understanding the Kingdom of God. 
While Harkness proved her academic prowess in her earlier books, she found her true 
vocation as a practical theologian that made the life of faith understandable. While writing 
for the lay mind (not the lame mind, as she would often joke) has made her work appear 
dated and unoriginal to some, her calling was not one of originality but intelligibility. 
Flannery O’Connor once noted in a letter to a friend that “vocation implies limitation,”141 and 
for the work of Harkness, her vocation as a practical theologian necessarily limited the scope 
of her work but not the impact on the lives of the thousands of average Christians who read 
her books, prayed her devotional material, and sang her hymn texts. 
 I believe Harkness’s vocation as a practical theologian can also serve as a model for 
contemporary practical theologians in several key ways. First, practical theologians work 
                                               
Practical Theology: Mission, Ministry, and the Life of the Church [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2017], 
3-4).  
 
140 As Gary Dorrien noted, Harkness represented one of “the varieties of practical theology in 
American theological liberalism” (The Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism 
and Modernity [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003], 9). 
 
141 Sally Fitzgerald, ed., The Habit of Being: Letters of Flannery O’Connor (New York: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 221). 
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from the church and for the church. While Harkness’s positions were always in a traditional 
academic setting, her work was always grounded in the ecclesial landscape. She was a 
faithful member of Methodist churches in every community in which she lived, preached 
from various pulpits across the nation, and created resources for the church. This did not 
mean Harkness was unaware of the many flaws of the church—whether American 
Methodism or the church worldwide; she could often be very critical of the church’s 
hypocrisy and apathy, especially around issues of war and peace, social justice, and the role 
of women in leadership. Yet, even when she was a critic, she was a critic from within the 
church seeking to help it live up to its divine call as the body of Christ for the hope of the 
world. She understood that theology divorced from the communities in which it was enacted 
quickly turned dry and formal; and communities of faith divorced from theological thought 
quickly turned to dangerous forms of fundamentalism. She asserted in “The Task of 
Theology,” “The basic element of [the theologian’s] theology has to come to him from the 
Church; the primary contribution he can transmit both to the Church and to the world is 
through the Church. If he forgets this connection, he is likely to go cobweb-spinning.”142 
With one foot in the academy and one foot in the church, she carried on a dialogue that 
sought to enrich both making the church more theologically articulate and theology more 
ecclesially competent. 
  Closely related to its work from and for the church, practical theologians begin and 
end with praxis. Harkness’s theological work began with the on-the-ground experience of 
                                               
142 Georgia Harkness, “The Task of Theology,” Religion in Life 31 (Winter 1961-62): 69 (quoted 
in Martha Lynne Scott, “The Theology and Social Thought of Georgia Harkness,” [PhD 
dissertation, Northwestern University, August 1984], 121-22). 
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ordinary people. Her books were often sparked by what she perceived as a lack of theological 
clarity on the part of the laity. For example, she wrote her Understanding the Christian Faith 
(1947) because, unlike in other fields, theology did not have a book that explained the key 
concepts and the new findings in the field in a manner that popular audiences could 
understand.143 Yet, her work always pushed toward a renewed praxis based on new 
understandings of faith. Again, in Understanding the Christian Faith, she claimed: 
Lack of clear understanding of the Christian faith stands in the way of an effective 
attack on the evils of our society. Laymen make the greater part of the political, 
economic, and social decisions on which human destinies depend. There are enough 
Christian laymen in the world to establish “peace on earth, good will among men” if 
laymen understood the Christian gospel and acted upon it. Knowledge alone will not 
guarantee right action, but lack of understanding can scatter and weaken Christian 
action until it fails to be very different from that of the secular world.144  
 
Harkness began with the lived experience of the average Christian in hopes of changing the 
way in which Christians embodied their faith in the world in light of a truer picture of the 
gospel of Christ. 
Third, because they write for the laity out of the laity’s lived experience, practical 
theologians communicate clearly. As theology, especially liberal theology, took a turn 
toward the abstract with Boston Personalism’s metaphysical discussions of ontological 
reality, Whitehead’s process theology, and Tillich’s abyss and ground of being, Harkness’s 
particular gift as a practical theologian was making these discussions understandable to 
average persons that it might change the way they thought about God and acted in the world. 
“If the layman’s life is to be radically affected by the Christian gospel, the Christian faith 
                                               
143 Georgia Harkness, Understanding the Christian Faith (New York: Abingdon, 1947), 9-10. 
 
144 Ibid., 12. Note also the connection between lex credendi and lex vivendi. 
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must be communicated to him in a language that he can understand.”145 She simplified 
concepts without making them simplistic, allowing people access into the often-complex 
world of theological inquiry.146 Her desire to communicate clearly was most directly stated 
when she summed up to a former student what she believed made for a great theologian: 
“The real giants of theology are people who can communicate theology in clear terms.”147 
 Fourth, practical theologians draw connections between various fields in religious 
life. In their chapter “Mapping the Field of Practical Theology,” Kathleen Cahalan and James 
Nieman made the case that practical theology by its very nature should be fostering 
interaction between the often-separated fields of pastoral care, homiletics, liturgics, history, 
ethics, and systematic theology.148 While always working from within her primary field as a 
theologian, Harkness’s work typified this connective approach as she brought her theological 
knowledge to bear upon many different fields of thought. In the current chapter, I have 
shown how her theological work was intrinsically bound to her doxological and ethical 
commitments, but the same could be said about her commitments to pastoral care (e.g., The 
                                               
145 Georgia Harkness, The Gospel and Our World (New York: Abingdon, 1949), 94. 
 
146 As Mary Elizabeth Moore asserted, “This was her passion—to communicate theology in clear 
terms. She did not care to oversimplify theology or to avoid the more technical discussion of fine 
points, but she did care to keep the whole in view and to communicate in language that most 
people could understand” (“To Search and to Witness: Theological Agenda of Georgia 
Harkness,” 13). 
 
147 Harry Pak, interview, Claremont, CA. April 1990. Quoted in “To Search and to Witness,” 13.  
 
148 “Understanding the links among different forms of practical theology is a crucial dimension 
of the field; indeed, practical theology as a whole can thrive only when all those connections are 
recognized. Further, understanding and recognizing these connections strengthens each instance 
of practical theology” (Kathleen A. Cahalan and James R. Nieman, “Mapping the Field of 
Practical Theology,” in For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, and 
Christian Ministry, ed. Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2008], 64). 
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Dark Night of the Soul) or biblical studies (e.g., Toward Understanding the Bible). For some, 
such a generalist approach could be seen as anathema to purer academic pursuits within one 
particular field, but, for the practical theologian, such conversations are essential to the 
development of an integrated field and faith.  
Integrally related to the work of drawing connections between fields, practical 
theologians work collaboratively. While this was not true of Harkness’s written work (it 
seems co-authorship was not as common in her era), Harkness was involved in many 
collaborative ecumenical and theological work groups, including the Younger Theologians 
Group (which included both Niebuhrs, John Bennett, Robert Calhoun, and Paul Tillich), the 
Dun Commission (exploring the theological implications of nuclear weaponry), and the 
Geneva Conference of the Board of Strategy of the Provisional Council of the World Council 
of Churches, to name but a few of the most prominent. Further, when she was given the 
opportunity to plan the 1943 Word Day of Prayer, she chose to collaborate with Sadie Mays, 
indicating her desire to broaden the scope of the service. Harkness understood collaboration 
as a necessity of theological discussion that strengthened not only her own academic work, 
but the collective field of theology as a whole. 
Further, if ongoing conversations occur both among other fields and with other 
theologians, it leads to a sixth necessity of the practical theologian: practical theologians are 
open to change. As demonstrated in Chapter Four, Harkness experienced her own theological 
transformation in part because she continued to engage in dialogue across fields and with 
theological interlocutors with whom she disagreed. Rather than founding a theological 
movement like Reinhold Niebuhr and Tillich or staying entrenched in her own Boston 
Personalist heritage (both of which require a sort of single-minded dogmatism Harkness 
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could not abide), Harkness’s practical theology led her to use the personalist synoptic 
approach to incorporate truths from various sources to build a more coherent whole, even if 
they challenged her previously held theological assumptions. While Harkness’s lack of 
devotion to a particular school may help explain her why she is often overlooked in 
discussions of key United States theologians of the twentieth century, it also serves as an 
important witness against theological rigidity and hubris that too often forgets the central 
theme of continued transformation in the Christian witness. 
 Finally, and perhaps most important in the context of this dissertation, practical 
theologians are worshippers of God. Harkness’s theological work was rooted in prayer and 
worship to the triune God. As the entirety of this dissertation has argued, prayer and worship 
were topics Harkness often wrote about, and she worked tirelessly to resource individuals 
and churches with hymns, prayers, and devotional materials that would assist in worshipping 
God in spirit and in truth. Moreover, Harkness’s life demonstrated how doxology transforms 
theological priorities. It was through worshipping in other denominational and ecclesiastical 
contexts that she became engaged in the theological work of ecumenism, and her own 
wrestling with the efficacy and purpose of prayer in light of changing views of God that she 
provided a theological rationale to other liberals and created theologically-coherent 
resources. It was even her own dark night of the soul—her perceived absence of God—that 
helped her to examine spiritual darkness and to explore the lives of Christian mystics who 
had gone through similar experiences. Harkness’s theological commitments were shaped by 
her doxological life. Fourth-century theologian Evagrius of Pontus once asserted, “If you are 
a theologian, you will pray; if you truly pray, you are a theologian.” Harkness’s life is a 
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testament to Evagrius’s assertion and a model of the ways in which practical theology must 
be informed and reformed by the ongoing encounter with the living God through worship. 
 
The Legacy of Georgia Harkness’s Liturgical Approach 
It has become a truism to say that our nation is growing increasingly polarized. One 
has to look no further than the 2016 presidential election to see this played out writ-large on 
the national scale, but it is just as apparent in churches in the United States. Growing rifts 
between conservative and liberal, personal holiness and social justice, biblical faith and 
contemporary relevance have widened the already sizeable divides between churches. As the 
past four chapters have demonstrated, Harkness does not fit easily into any of these camps. 
Perhaps this might also help explain her waning popularity in the present age. Because she 
fits no category, no one group can claim her mantle without simultaneously being challenged 
by her. Progressives tout her social activism, but not her call to individual sanctification. 
Conservatives appreciate her biblical depth, but are made uncomfortable by her willingness 
to reinterpret the text in light of reason and personal experience, not to mention the way she 
continued to wear “liberal” as a badge of honor. The dwindling number of personalists can 
claim her as one of their ancestors, but must grapple with the fact that she rejected the 
metaphysical foundations of the movement. Feminists hail her as a pioneer, but are 
bewildered by her conservative tendencies around God-talk or even the idea of feminist 
theology more generally. She cannot be used wholesale by any one group in the church’s 
“culture wars” or “theology wars,” which is exactly what makes her contribution so 
important. Because she does not fit neatly into categories, her life can serve as a witness to 
the possibility of a third way, a way that rejects false dichotomies and seeks common ground. 
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 Her liturgical approach may serve as a test case of sorts for a potential third way. 
There is no doubt that the same false choices that are pulling the church apart in general are 
realized just as strongly specifically in the liturgical life of the church where people are 
expected to choose between traditional or contemporary, corporate worship or individual 
spirituality, pastoral or prophetic. The witness of Harkness’s liturgical approach rejects the 
false dichotomies of the “or” in favor of the synoptic approach of the “and”: conservative 
and progressive, corporate worship and individual spirituality, pastoral and prophetic, and 
local and global.  
 Harkness’s liturgical approach is first and foremost conservative and progressive. I 
am somewhat hesitant even to use this language, for in the modern era it has become bogged 
down largely based on the caricatures and stereotypes of those who find themselves on the 
other side of the divide. Yet when I employ these terms, I am speaking of them in their 
broadest terms. Conservative worship conserves. It honors the liturgical traditions that have 
been handed down over two millennia. This includes the hymns and songs of the church 
triumphant, but it also includes the creeds, eucharistic prayers, collects, and other liturgical 
resources and forms from the rich depository of the saints. Similarly, progressive worship is 
not simply those services that use contemporary songs and guitars or synthesizer pads, but 
those churches that take the contemporary cultural questions and theological inquiries of the 
present day seriously. As an evangelical liberal, Harkness offered a third way, presenting 
worship that was theologically progressive without jettisoning the traditions of the church.  
 This is perhaps best demonstrated by the ways in which Harkness created new 
resources while also employing existing liturgical prayers and forms within the same service. 
As a rule of thumb, when she created new worship resources, she used language and 
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theological ideas that fit within her evangelical liberal schema. Yet, when she employed 
traditional liturgical texts, she favored reinterpretation rather than revision. For example, 
even though she doubted the “resurrection of the body” in the Apostles’ Creed, she did not 
revise the language but honored the long tradition of the confession of faith while 
reinterpreting what the “resurrection of the body” meant in light of contemporary faith. 
 This approach seems particularly helpful in the liturgical life of the present church. 
Too often congregations, and even whole denominations, err on one extreme or the other. In 
many particularly progressive churches, only language that expresses the current theological 
worldview can be used. Often this leads to a church either cutting itself off from all 
traditional liturgical prayers and forms or revising traditional language to fit new theological 
priorities. The strength of such approach is it allows people to worship God in language that 
is consistent to their theological framework, and it is often the most pastorally aware of the 
potentially harmful ideologies that theological language can support (e.g., patriarchy). Yet, it 
is difficult for this approach not to fall into the historical and theological arrogance of 
believing progressive theology to be superior to those that have gone before them and those 
faith communities around them that continue to use traditional language. Moreover, it often 
creates boutique worship ensuring that the community using this approach will tend to be a 
theological monoculture of theological progressives. In other churches, only language that is 
biblically based or normed by tradition (however determined) is considered appropriate. In 
this case, the strengths and weaknesses of the approach are the mirror opposite of the 
contemporary progressive church. By using traditional language, the church ensures 
continuity with its past, but also continuity with much of the harm that has been done by and 
through the tradition. It can also have pastoral problems when it fails to address the 
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contemporary theological questions on the hearts and minds of its congregants, leading some 
to believe that those questions have no place in the church.  
 Harkness’s approach thus serves as an appropriate third way. By creating newer 
resources that speak to present-day issues, it allows people to address contemporary topics in 
ways that are theologically coherent for more progressive congregations. This avoids the 
perilous situation in which congregations are never given language to express what they 
actually think or believe, but only language that suggests how they should think or believe. 
But by using resources from the tradition of the church, congregations maintain continuity 
with the historic past and avoid, as G. K. Chesterton quipped, the “small and arrogant 
oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about.”149 Moreover, such an approach 
presents a more balanced pneumatology, claiming a Spirit who has worked through the 
imperfect language and forms of the past and who continues to work in the imperfect 
language and forms of the present. 
 As the present chapter made clear, Harkness’s liturgical approach also affirms both 
corporate worship and individual spirituality. Along with the present growth of the “spiritual 
but not religious” demographic, there has been a strong subset of Christians who see no need 
for their participation in the corporate life of the church’s worship. Often they find their 
spiritual life fed by meditation or nature, echoing the often-quoted words attributed to John 
Muir, “I’d rather be in the mountains thinking of God, than in the church thinking about the 
mountains.” On the other extreme, some find church a familial or moral obligation that 
requires dutiful Sunday morning attendance but little of their time or attention during the 
week. Again, both extremes miss the mark. For those who have given up on corporate 
                                               
149 G. K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy: The Romance of Faith (New York: Doubleday, 1959), 48. 
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worship (many for more or less valid reasons), they also give up the primary formation that 
occurs through word and sacrament, through corporate ritual, through praying, singing, 
eating, and passing the peace with people with whom they may have very little natural 
affinity. For those whose worship begins and ends on Sunday morning, the faith professed 
and claimed on Sunday morning is never personally appropriated and brought to bear on 
daily life. “Being the church” becomes “going to church,” participation becomes obligation, 
and ritual becomes ceremony.  
As discussed in greater depth earlier in the chapter, Harkness’s liturgical approach 
required both corporate worship and individual spirituality for the holistic doxological life. 
She saw individual devotion as the extension of corporate worship throughout the week that 
was absolutely necessary if the vision of the Christian life experienced on Sunday morning 
was to be made operative during the week. Likewise, personal devotion prepared the 
Christian to participate fully, actively, and consciously in the Sunday liturgy. Corporate 
worship, on the other hand, was the natural source and goal of individual spirituality, 
ensuring that personal devotion did not become self-centered and self-serving. Untethered 
from corporate worship, personal devotion too often became a reflection of the perceived 
needs and desires of the individual without the norming influence of Christian community 
and tradition. Harkness thus saw a symbiotic relationship between corporate worship and 
individual devotion, each strengthening the other and both necessary for the Christian life. 
 Third, Harkness’s liturgical approach at its best balanced the pastoral and prophetic 
aspects of worship. Again, the examples of the extremes in our present culture are readily 
apparent. Too often, worship services can become little more than group therapy where 
people are rightly reminded of God’s love for them, but a love shorn of any demand on their 
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individual or social lives. Such worship never challenges the choices a person makes with 
time or money, for instance, or the ways in which one interacts with neighbors who are 
different from them in class or race. Often these services are characterized by a lack of 
confessional prayers altogether because they are deemed too negative. Toward the other end 
of the spectrum, worship services too often devolve into a means of behavior modification 
where people are shamed into living in a way more in line with the worship 
planner’s/pastor’s idea of ideal Christian life. For conservatives, such a “prophetic” stance 
plays out with a constant reminder of one’s individual sinfulness or total depravity within the 
context of an equally depraved culture (thus, the “culture wars”). The call becomes one of 
personal repentance and the commitment to a new way of life focused on individual holiness. 
Forgotten in such an approach are the ways in which individual lives are lived in a web of 
relationships that influence each other and the corporate sins of communities and nations that 
cannot be solved by individual repentance or personal holiness. For progressives, the 
“prophetic” can just as easily turn the service into a political rally for certain causes of social 
justice. The call here becomes about social repentance and a commitment to be a part of 
ameliorating certain social evils. This path too often ignores the ways in which social ills also 
malform the individual life and how the life of social justice begins not on the national or 
international level, but in the ways people treat those closest to themselves, beginning with 
themselves and radiating out to personal relationships with friends and family. Further, it 
often forgets to ask how the Christian vision of social justice should differ from the vision of 
social justice provided by other social movements. Moreover, both forget the ways in which 
people come to worship not only in need of challenge, but also in need of comfort. People 
often come to worship wounded and grieving, sick and overwhelmed by the complexities of 
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modern life. Worship that only challenges the congregation to new ways of living forgets the 
role worship plays in pastoral care, helping people heal and giving them strength to face the 
challenges of the coming weeks. 
 Yet, before describing how Harkness’s liturgical approach can help overcome this 
particular dichotomy, it is important to understand how Harkness’s witness calls to redefine 
the contemporary use of the word “prophet” and reaffirm the fullness of its biblical witness. 
In most contemporary contexts, the prophet and the prophetic have become synonymous with 
challenging people to live more fully into a progressive vision of social justice. For example, 
at the Boston University School of Theology, the moniker “School of the Prophets” is often 
used as shorthand for a commitment to progressive social activism. This is not wrong per se. 
The prophets did call the people to do justice and love mercy, to stop oppressing the widow 
and the orphan, to curb the unfettered accumulation of wealth that destroyed communities, to 
treat the foreigner with dignity and respect. Yet, in the biblical account, the prophets 
understood the social lives of the community to be integrally connected with the individual 
lives of sanctification. For this reason, the prophets were also deeply concerned with the 
worship of false gods, for example. Prophets both called the people forward to new ways of 
living together and back to the worship of God who made such living possible. If Harkness is 
indeed a prophet, it is in part because she refused the false dichotomy of personal or social 
sanctification and called people to both. 
 As noted earlier, Harkness’s liturgical approach too often erred on the side of the 
prophetic, challenging people through confession and exhortation to a more just social life. 
However, at its best, Harkness’s approach modeled the ways in which worship and devotion 
should both prophetically challenge and pastorally comfort the Christian. This balance is 
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harder to see in her extant worship services, in part because these services were not the main 
Sunday service of a particular congregation but rather special services for particular groups 
built around particular themes. It is no wonder that services of “Penitence, Intercession, and 
Dedication,” “Spiritual Resources for Creating Peace,” “A Furtherance of Christian 
Brotherhood and International Unity,” or “Race Relations Sunday” would tend to be more 
prophetic in their call; in part, this was there raison d’être. Yet, both in her writing on 
worship and in the worship resources she created, the pastoral and prophetic are more deftly 
balanced. For example, her writings on prayer and worship often begin with a pastoral 
question: how should times of devotion be structured in the busyness of contemporary life? 
How should you pray as a theological liberal who does not believe in a God who intervenes 
over and against the laws of nature? How do you deal with spiritual dryness and the feelings 
of separation from God? Yet, by insisting on the ethical extension of prayer and worship into 
the social sphere, even these pastoral questions have inherent prophetic dimensions.  
Likewise, the prayers she wrote for individual and corporate use demonstrated a 
similar balance. For instance, in Glory to God, she offered prophetic prayers around several 
particular social issues—“For Conscientious Objectors,” “For Workers in Defense 
Industries,” “For the Unemployed,” “For Those of Other Faiths,” “For Our Enemies,” and 
“For Those of Other Races.” Often these prayers included a strong confessional element, like 
the beginning of her prayer “For Those of Other Races,” which began:  
O Thou who art the Father of all mankind, in deep shame we confess that we have not 
lived as Thy sons. Between us and Thy children of other races and colors we have 
raised walls of partition. In hardness of heart and callousness of soul we have 
assumed ourselves to be better than others. We have accepted privileges we have not 
been willing to share. We have been content to see those of darker skin denied the 
fruit of their land and labor. We have spoken much of freedom and equality while 
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millions of our brothers, made in Thine own image, suffered grievously through our 
injustice. Forgive us, O Lord.150 
 
Yet, in the same resource, she offered deeply pastoral prayers for the individual Christian, 
including prayers “In Weariness,” “In Sickness,” “In Bereavement,” “In Loneliness,” “In 
Failure,” In Spiritual Barrenness,” and “In Disappointment.” So, for those who feel the 
separation from God that comes with spiritual barrenness, Harkness gave them honest words 
to pray: 
Teach us, O Lord, how to pray. Above all else Thou canst give, we long for Thy 
living presence. But though our lips address Thee, in our hearts the fountains of 
prayer are dry and our words beat the air. 
 
Give us patience, O Lord. We rejoice that saints and seers of old have borne witness 
to times of barrenness which have led on to seasons of joyous refreshment. Help us, 
like them to persist in seeking after Thee. 
 
Help us even when we falter to have an abiding trust in Thee. When we cannot find 
Thee in our own hearts, help us to see Thee in the love of those about us, the duties of 
our daily life, the beauty and splendor of Thy world, the all-surpassing glory of Thy 
Son who came to show Thee to all men.151 
 
In offering both prophetic challenge and pastoral hope through her worship resources, 
Harkness also helped to demonstrate the basic connection between the two. A pastoral word 
must always carry the prophetic word with it, for part of what damages the relationship to 
self and others is the sin that requires repentance. Likewise, the prophetic always necessitates 
the pastoral, for the Christian is called to new ways for the sake of, and through the means of, 
the unrelenting love and grace of God.  
 While less developed than previous themes, Harkness’s liturgical approach also 
balanced the local and global. At the macro level, this commitment was demonstrated both 
                                               
150 Georgia Harkness, “For Those of Other Races,” in The Glory of God, 123. 
 
151 Harkness, “In Spiritual Barrenness,” in The Glory of God, 92. 
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by her involvement in the local congregational life of Methodist congregations and in her 
commitment to occasions of worship with Christians of other ecclesiastical traditions. She 
preached at hundreds of local Methodist congregations throughout her lifetime while also 
planning global and ecumenically-attentive worship services, such as the 1943 World Day of 
Prayer, and saw both as an essential part of Christian worship. At the micro level, the balance 
between the local and global can be demonstrated clearly by the worship resources she wrote 
and employed. By writing prayers and hymns for particular times and places (e.g., an 
anniversary prayer for Garrett), Harkness underscored the importance of contextual worship 
at the most local of levels. At the same time, by using prayer from different cultural 
contexts—whether the Litany of Love by African-American Sadie Mays or a poem from 
Japanese Christian activist Toyohiko Kagawa—she clearly indicated the importance of a 
global perspective in local worshipping communities. Her liturgical balance between the 
global and local reminds the worshipping community that global worship is only global 
because it is made up of thousands of local congregations worshipping in their particular 
contexts; and local worship can only be contextualized if it finds its larger place in the 
transcultural, transracial, and transnational body of Christ. 
 
Conclusion 
 In a contemporary society and church that seems intent on continued splintering and 
widening divisions, I believe Harkness’s life and work witness to the possibility and power 
of integration. Rather than isolating the doxological life from the theological life or the 
theological life from the ethical life, Harkness argued forcefully that all three were essential 
components of the holistic Christian life. Harkness claimed that the life of doxology, 
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theology, and ethics were always forming and being formed by one another in a symbiotic 
relationship that strengthened one another and constituted the basic Christian vocation. 
Indeed, Harkness’s life could hardly be better described then by using the Latin terms 
employed in this chapter: orandi, credendi, vivendi. She was a worshipper (orandi), who 
created resources for the church and helping people understand both corporate worship and 
personal devotion that they might more fully engage in doxology. She was a theologian 
(credendi), who attempted to understand the triune God in light of the traditional forms of 
revelation offered in the Bible and 2000 years of Christian witness as well as through the 
continued discoveries of science and human experience so that she could help others better 
understand God and the faith they claimed. She was an ethicist (vivendi), who worked 
tirelessly to help make the world resemble a bit more the just and peaceable kingdom of God 
and to enable other Christians to grasp that same vision with all of its fearful and wonderful 
freedom and responsibility. Harkness sought to weave every strand of the human 
experience—from the international decisions of war and peace to the personal decisions of 
how to treat neighbors—into an integrative whole: a life lived wholly in praise and adoration 
to the triune God. 
 Just as Harkness’s life and work witness to integration, so does her liturgical 
approach. Rather than choosing between the false dichotomies too often offered by churches, 
Harkness’s synoptic approach rejected the either/or for the both/and: both conserving the 
liturgical traditions and resources of the church and progressing to explore the new terrain of 
human experience; both worshipping regularly with brothers and sisters in Christ on Sunday 
and seeking God through individual devotion during the week; both challenging people with 
the prophetic message of God’s radical vision of justice and peace and comforting them with 
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the assurance of God’s presence and protection; both contextualizing worship to the local 
body and grounding worship in the global community of the universal church across time 
and space. In a culture of division, Harkness’s liturgical approach offers hope of a third way 
that is not satisfied with thin compromises built on mutual capitulation but rather represents 
the meeting place of the best of different ecclesial traditions and theological traditions. As  
denominations and religious institutions continue to describe these meeting places of 
different ideas as battlegrounds (e.g., worship wars, culture wars), perhaps Harkness’s 
approach offers a different metaphor, a trysting place where differing liturgical and 
theological traditions can meet, interact, and cross-fertilize that the church of Christ as a 
whole might be strengthened by the power of the Holy Spirit for God’s glory and neighbor’s 
good. May it be so. 
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